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Tiivistelmä – Abstract 
  
This thesis examines the carnival and the carnivalesque in Nick Hornby's novel A Long Way Down. The aim of the thesis is to define 
whether the four main characters of the novel are living inside a carnival of their own and whether they form a carnivalesque crowd. 
The four main characters of the novel meet on top of a London building on the New Year's Eve where they have all arrived separately 
in order to commit suicide. This serves as a start for their unique and life-changing friendship.  
 
The theoretical background of this study consists of theories of the carnival, carnivalesque and grotesque. The main focus is on the 
works of the Russian theorist M.M. Bakhtin. In addition to these concepts, I also discuss the grotesque which is closely linked to all 
carnivals and especially the unique spirit of carnivals. Other main theoretical concepts of this study, and greatly discussed by Bakhtin, 
include polyphony, dialogism and the chronotope. The chronotope on which I concentrate the most in this study is the "adventure 
novel of everyday life". These are the main concepts which provide the theoretical background for the analysis of A Long Way Down. 
 
In the thesis, after the introduction I first present the author and the reception of the novel shortly before moving onto the theoretical 
section. The theoretical section is divided into six subchapters, in which I present the concepts crucial to my analysis in more detail. 
The analysis section discusses the novel with the help of these concepts.  
 
The novel was analyzed in terms of the main concepts mentioned above. The analysis revealed that A Long Way Down can be read 
as a carnivalistic novel with many grotesque traits prevailing in it, such as the grotesque body and grotesque language. In addition, 
many references to polyphony and dialogism can be detected in the novel. For example, the four central characters take turns in telling 
the story, and they acknowledge the reader's presence on many occasions.  In addition, A Long Way Down also has many features 
that a chronotopic "adventure novel of everyday life" possesses according to Bakhtin.  
 
The final section of the thesis presents the conclusions of this study. In the concluding chapter I also present possible further topics 
for studying A Long Way Down and, for example, the chronotope of "adventure novel of everyday life", both of which have not been 
studied in detail as of yet. 
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Tiivistelmä – Abstract 
 
Pro gradu-tutkielmani tavoitteena on tarjota M.M. Bakhtinin ajatuksiin nojautuva analyysi Nick Hornbyn romaanista A Long 
Way Down. Tutkimukseni tarkoituksena oli selvittää, voiko romaanin päähenkilöiden tulkita käyvän läpi karnevaalin, elävän 
karnevaalin sisällä ja muodostavan karnevaaliyleisön. Lisäksi halusin tutkia, onko romaanissa karnevaaliin oleellisesti 
kuuluvia groteskeja elementtejä. Venäläisen teoreetikon, Mikhail Bakhtinin, käsittelemiin konsepteihin kuuluu myös 
polyfonia, dialogismi sekä kronotooppi, joita sovellan romaaniin myös. Nämä edellä mainitut toimivat myös tutkielmani 
keskeisimpinä käsitteinä, karnevaalin sekä karnevalismin toimiessa lähtökohtana tutkielmalle. 
 
Bakhtinin karnevaaliteoriat perustuvat pitkälti keskiajan karnevaaleihin ja François Rabelaisin teoksiin. Bakhtinin mukaan 
karnevaalin ja karnevalismin ytimessä ovat vastakohdat sekä kärjistykset niin elämässä, kuolemassa kuin sosiaalisessa 
käyttäytymisessäkin. Karnevaali yhdessä groteskien elementtien kanssa vapauttaa ihmiset vallitsevasta totuudesta karnevaalin 
ajaksi. Karnevaali koskettaa kaikkia, eikä sen ulkopuoliselle elämälle tai ihmisille jää tilaa. Groteski on tärkeä osa kaikkia 
karnevaaleja, sillä se toimii voimana, joka täyttyessään karnevaalin hengellä vapauttaa kaikki karnevaalin osallistujat kaikesta 
synkästä sekä pelottavasta. Bakhtinin mukaan groteski vie pelot mennessään ja on kaikessa moninaisuudessaan luonteeltaan 
kuitenkin aina valoisa ja iloinen, jopa käsitellessään vakavia asioita.  
 
Se mikä tekee karnevaalin, groteskin ja muut Bakhtinin käsitteet oleelliseksi tutkielmani kannalta on juuri vastakkainasettelu 
ja synkkien aiheiden näkeminen toisella tavalla. Nämä ovat vahvasti läsnä Nick Hornbyn romaanissa. A Long Way Down:in 
neljä päähenkilöä edustavat eri sosiaalisia luokkia, sukupolvia ja sukupuolia. He eroavat toisistaan totaalisesti, mutta heitä 
yhdistää erittäin vahva yhteinen asia, joka saa heidät muodostamaan tiiviin yhteisön. Romaanin alkaessa, kaikki neljä 
päähenkilöä saapuu uuden vuoden aattona lontoolaisen rakennuksen katolle aikeissaan hypätä sieltä alas. Itsemurha-aikeet 
jäävät kuitenkin vain yrityksiksi, kun nelikko päättää lykätä suunnitelmiaan ja päätyvät tapaamaan toisiaan säännöllisesti 
keskustellakseen itsemurhasuunnitelmiin johtaneista syistä. 
 
Tutkielmani tarkoituksena on siis selvittää, voiko A Long Way Downin päähenkilöiden itsemurhayrityksistä alkunsa saaneen 
yllättävän, elämää muuttavan ystävyyssuhteiden ja tiiviin ryhmän muodostamisen tulkita heidän omana karnevaalinaan. 
Lisäksi tarkoituksena on selvittää, toimiiko romaani esimerkkinä kronotooppisesta ”adventure novel of everyday life”:sta.  
 
Pro gradu-tutkielmassani esittelen johdannon jälkeen ensiksi kirjailijan yhdessä romaanin vastaanoton kanssa ennen 
siirtymistäni teoriaosuuteen. Teoriaosio on jakautunut kuuteen eri alalukuun, joissa esittelen tutkielmani analyysin kannalta 
keskiössä olevat käsitteet tarkemmin. Analyysiosiossa käsittelen teoriaan nojaten käsitteiden ilmenemisen Hornbyn 
romaanissa.  
 
Analyysissä selvisi, että A Long Way Down voidaan lukea karnevalistisena romaanina, jossa on paljon groteskeja elementtejä, 
kuten groteski ruumis. Myös selkeitä viittauksia polyfoniaan sekä dialogismiin on havaittavissa, mutta ei niin merkittävissä 
määrin kuin tutkielman alkuvaiheessa oli odotettavissa. Romaanissa ilmenee paljon samoja piirteitä kuin kronotooppisessa 
”adventure novel of everyday life”- romaanissa tulisi Bakhtinin mukaan olla. Tämä kronotooppityyppi on kuitenkin vain vähän 
tutkittu ja vertailupohjaa on modernin kirjallisuuden saralla vain vähän, jos ollenkaan. Mielestäni tässä olisikin hedelmällinen 
jatkotutkimuksen kohde juuri yllämainituista syistä. Tämä tutkimus voikin toimia mahdollisena vertailupohjana tulevalle 
tutkimukselle.  
 
Tutkielman viimeisessä luvussa teen lyhyen yhteenvedon ja esitän mahdollisia tulevia tutkimussuuntia. Nick Horbyn 
kirjallisuutta on tutkittu suhteellisen paljon (esimerkiksi High Fidelity), mutta tätä romaania ei juurikaan. Bakhtinin teoriat 
ovat laajalti käytetyt kirjallisuuden tutkimuksen alalla, mutta uskon tämän tutkimuksen tuovan jotain uutta ja niin ikään 
tarjoavan mahdollisuuden jatkotutkimukselle.  
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The aim of this thesis is to provide a Bakhtinian reading of the novel A Long Way Down 
(2005) written by the English novelist Nick Hornby. In other words, I will study the novel 
by applying M.M. Bakhtin’s theories of carnival, carnivalesque and carnival laughter 
together with some other Bakhtinian concepts. While reading the novel under study, I 
became interested in the rather artificial manner in which its four main characters meet and, 
moreover, how they continue to be presented as a close-knit group after this haphazard 
encounter. In addition, it was Hornby’s style of discussing these rather solemn topics, such 
as suicide and death, in a parody-like manner that made me decide to study the novel in 
greater detail.  
             The story and the events of the novel under study revolve around four strangers who 
meet on top of a London building, Topper’s House (A Long Way Down 12), where they all 
have individually arrived in order to commit suicide by jumping off the roof of the building. 
Instead of ending their lives, the four characters decide to postpone their suicide. The 
characters come to refer themselves as the “Topper’s House four” (A Long Way Down 57) 
which is a good example of how they come to view themselves and life in general. What is 
more, they form a group which begins to meet regularly in order to discuss the reasons why 
they want to commit suicide and whether they are going to execute their plans at some point. 
During the meetings they build a close rapport with each other, and the role of the group 
becomes significant in the protagonists’ lives so that, in the end, their friendship proves to 
be life-changing for them. Thus, in my thesis I will demonstrate that the main characters in 
A Long Way Down experience a carnival and, in so doing, express the common features 
carnival represents according to M.M. Bakhtin. My aim is also to show that A Long Way 
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Down is a chronotopic adventure novel of everyday life, and that the novel under study also 
functions as a polyphonic novel with elements of dialogism in it as well. 
         Already at an early stage it is evident that the characters are playing with death, or 
rather playing with the idea of death. They are laughing at life and they do it together with 
the newly formed group. What is more, the day on which they have decided to end their lives 
creates an interesting starting point for the novel. The New Year’s Eve is a night of 
celebration, one when people welcome the coming year with celebrations and look forward 
to the future and, more importantly, often plan for a better future with New Year’s 
resolutions. Time and these special dates play an important role in the novel, as another 
important time-point in the novel is Valentine’s Day. What is interesting is the way in which 
the characters celebrate these festive days – in a complete opposite manner than usually, in 
a carnivalesque way of their own. 
             Thus, in this thesis I am trying to determine whether these suicide attempts and the 
formation of a totally unlikely group could be interpreted as their forming a carnivalesque 
“crowd” and whether they, in fact, could be living within a period of a carnival of their own. 
As the Russian theorist M.M. Bakhtin has demonstrated, at the very core of the carnival and 
carnivalism is the sharp juxtaposition of various different elements of human existence and 
life, such as public demeanour, death, and the renewal of life, which are usually kept 
temporally and spatially separate by the official culture (“Bakhtinian Parody and Petronius’ 
Tale of The Widow” 121). Furthermore, I am also arguing that A Long Way Down is a 
chronotopic adventure novel of everyday life – another concept Bakhtin discussed in his 
works. Thus, in this thesis I will present and discuss the ideas of the chronotope, the 
adventure novel of everyday life and polyphony, as they all can be seen as playing an 
important role in A Long Way Down. Moreover, they are important concepts when providing 
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a Bakhtinian reading of the novel in question. My aim is to provide a cohesive analysis of A 
Long Way Down as a carnevalistic novel which also features other Bakhtinian qualities. 
            First in this thesis, after the introduction, I am going to present the novel’s author, 
Nick Hornby, and then discuss the reception of A Long Way Down and, also, shortly present 
the academic reception of Hornby’s novels in general. Then I will provide a condensed 
overview of the novel’s plot as it is important to relate the events of the novel under study 
before analysing certain aspects of it. After that, I am going to present my theoretical focus 
in greater detail, first discussing the elements and concepts of carnival and also present some 
contemporary adaptations of Bakhtin’s theories concerning carnival in particular. This will 
be followed with the concepts of the chronotope and especially the chronotope of the 
adventure novel of everyday life. After that I am going to present the terms of dialogism and 
polyphony before moving onto my analysis section in which I am going to analyse the novel 
with respect to the theoretical concepts presented. Lastly, the thesis will close with a 
concluding chapter. 
1.2. The Author 
Nick Hornby, a British novelist and essayist, is probably best known for his vastly comedic, 
"pop-culture-drenched depictions of dissatisfied adulthood" (Encyclopaedia Britannica) as 
well as his music and literary criticism. Hornby was born in 1957 in the suburban town of 
Maidenhead, southwest of London. According to Joanne Knowles, Hornby never felt a 
connection with “the Londoners” and felt much like an outsider while growing up. Knowles 
goes further to suggest that this is why Hornby’s fictions are located in North London and 
“his claim on North London is that of the convert or the expatriate rather than the native” 
(9). Hornby studied at Cambridge University and as Knowles describes it: 
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Cambridge was also a place where Hornby considered himself an outsider – 
he describes it as “awful”. He has since discussed his naïve attempts to claim 
a kind of working-class identity for himself during his time there, adopting a 
stronger London accent and consciously developing a taste for Rod Steward as 
a way of demonstrating his allegiance to the downmarket and anti-intellectual 
side of popular culture. (9) 
Before becoming a novelist, Hornby wrote book reviews for various newspapers such as The 
Listener and Sunday Correspondent, and he also worked as a journalist and an English 
teacher for foreign students (Nick Hornby’s Official Website). His first published book, 
Fever Pitch (1992), is an autobiographical work describing his personal relationship with 
the football team Arsenal (Nick Hornby’s Official Website). In 2012 Fever Pitch won the 
British Sports Book Award for “Outstanding Contribution to Sports Writing” (British 
Council). High Fidelity, published in 1995, was his first novel and was followed by About a 
Boy in 1998, both of which received great critical acclaim and achieved a best-seller status 
(Knowles 10). Both novels have been made into movies and their film adaptations have been 
highly successful in their own right.  
         Nick Hornby is probably still best known as a writer of the so called “lad-lit” genre, 
which Elaine Showalter describes strikingly accurately in her article:  
From 1950 to 1999, the fictional genre of lad-lit provided British readers with 
a romantic, comic, popular male confessional literature. Stretching from 
Kingsley to Martin Amis, lad-lit was comic in the traditional sense that it had 
a happy ending. It was romantic in the modern sense that it confronted men's 
fear of the final embrace of marriage and adult responsibilities. It was 
confessional in the postmodern sense that the male protagonists and unreliable 
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first-person narrators betrayed, beneath their bravado, the story of their 
insecurities, panic, cold sweats, performance anxieties and phobias. At the low 
end of the market, lad-lit was the masculine equivalent of the Bridget Jones 
phenomenon; at the high end of the high street, it was a masterly examination 
of male identity in contemporary Britain.  
However, Hornby has also written novels with women protagonists (e.g. How to Be Good  
2001), and in A Long Way Down he writes manner uncharacteristic of him as there are four 
protagonists, each with their unique voices, and they take turns in telling the story. After A 
Long Way Down Hornby has written several novels, scripted the adaptation of Lynn Barber’s 
memoir An Education, co-written a radio show, and he has also been working on music-
collaborations with Ben Folds, to name but a few of his activities. Hornby has been married 
once and has a son and currently lives in London (Nick Hornby’s Official Website). A good 
description of the novelist and his popularity comes from an article published in Time 
Magazine, written by the English novelist Zadie Smith: 
[…] like Dickens, Hornby, 47, is an unashamedly popular English author who 
unites his country’s readers, critics and fellow authors in open affection. And 
like Dickens he is more than just popular — he’s also very good. His novels 
and their sparkling film adaptations trace the soul of a contradictory, mean-
spirited, beautiful, bloody-minded little island. He doesn’t always give us the 
England we want (especially not recently, as the books grow darker and more 
complex), but he offers us an accurate mirror with which to look at ourselves. 
Bleak House  wasn’t pretty either, but English readers are grateful for the 
honesty, and international readers have been surprised and enlightened by this 
news of England. “We are not what we were,” the books seem to say, and also, 
“We are not what we might be.” 
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Nick Hornby has recently worked on the film adaptation of Colm Toibin’s novel Brooklyn 
(Nick Hornby’s Official Website). He has also written books for a younger audience and in 
his spare time actively collaborates with various charities (Nick Hornby’s Official Website). 
1.3. The Novel’s Reception  
According to the British Council website, ever since High Fidelity was published, Nick 
Hornby’s novels have received both critical acclaim and great popularity with the reading 
public (“Nick Hornby”). When A Long Way Down was first published in 2007, the general 
reception was overall positive. For example, The New York Times wrote that this time 
Hornby had been more ambitious and created “a rare and unexpected creature, a playful 
novel about suicide” (Heath). The novel was also shortlisted for both the 2005 Whitbread 
Novel Award and for the 2006 Commonwealth Writers Prize (British Council).  The novel 
was reviewed in many major newspapers and the reception varied to some extent. The main 
focus of the reviews was on Hornby’s new “territorial conquest” (Briscoe) as he attempted 
something different with this particular novel. A good example of this outlook comes from 
Adam Mars-Jones, as he writes in his review in The Observer that “[w]ith his fourth novel, 
Nick Hornby does his best to cut loose from his North London everyman persona by 
concentrating exclusively on the dark side of life”.  The Guardian’s Joanne Briscoe wrote in 
the same manner: “Nick Hornby has grown up in public. Lad lit’s original gang leader has 
written about football, music, parental responsibility and morality, his work organically 
evolving with maturity. This time, however, he's plumped for the subject of failed suicide”. 
Overall the novel’s reception was predominantly positive and both readers and critics 
embraced Hornby in the newly occupied territory. Chris Heath’s review in The New York 
Times states as follows: 
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I guess some people will be offended at any proximity of humor to the act of 
suicide, but maybe that is precisely Hornby’s risky point: that suicide isn’t 
always very deep at all, or at least no more or less deep than the living that 
leads to it; that is just as much as the province of shallow motives or poor jokes 
as the rest of the life.  
         Nevertheless, Hornby’s novel received some critique as well. The Guardian’s Joanne 
Briscoe calls the setting of the story to be “not very likely”. She continues by stating that the 
issue with the novel is that the characters are meant to be suicidal and “[t]hough later 
enlightened about their own levels of despair, they're at best a squealing bunch of 
parasuicides, and their rooftop farce and its ramifications becomes slapstick, all one-liners 
and wobbly furniture, with barely a glimmer of the mental pain required to underpin the 
decision to top themselves”. Briscoe nonetheless discovers positive aspects in the novel, too, 
and writes that towards the end of the novel the plot thickens and Hornby’s writing becomes 
more malevolent and even shrew at times. She discusses the ending as follows: 
This is a transcendent ending that entirely avoids mawkishness or touchy-feely 
epiphany, but convinces and inspires instead. A Long Way Down is a good 
novel struggling to find a way out of the limitations of its own gimmick, but 
ultimately the conceit is so off-beam that one can almost ignore it and flow 
with the farce. This is an enjoyably readable, bumpy ride of a book, 
paradoxically both dangerously contrived and genuinely moving.  
Regardless of its critique, at its core A Long Way Down is not really about suicide itself but 
rather about what happens when you do not kill yourself and that the tale Hornby 
subsequently tells is “an unusual and unpredictable one”(Heath). As some of Hornby’s 
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earlier novels, there is also a film adaptation of A Long Way Down, which premiered in 
spring of 2014. (Nick Hornby’s Official Website). 
          When it comes to academic reception and research, Nick Hornby’s novels have been 
studied and analysed in various ways and from various perspectives. However, A Long Way 
Down has not thus far been researched in detail. With respect to Hornby’s other novels and 
especially to High Fidelity, which first published in 1995, they have been the subject of 
several different studies. For example, Eija Sakki studied the representation of masculinity 
in High Fidelity in her master’s thesis in 2008. High Fidelity has also been analysed in terms 
of the culture it represents. In Sex, Drugs and Rock and Roll, and Musicals, Scott Miller 
discusses how “sex, drugs, and rock and roll, three massively powerful cultural forces, 
through the musicals that have explored them, along the way also catching a glimpse of how 
these forces have changed American culture” (3). As music plays an important role in High 
Fidelity, it has been the subject on many academic studies as well and, thus, has also been 
studied in other fields than literature. One good example is Roy Shuker’s study on record 
collecting in which he uses High Fidelity and its protagonist Rob as one of his examples.  
Hornby’s earlier work Fever Pitch (1992) has, for example, been studied from a gender and 
sexuality point of view. As Nick Bentley writes in Contemporary British Fiction that by 
using postmodern narrative techniques Fever Pitch 
[…] on the other hand, uses a broadly realistic mode. It considers the meaning 
of contemporary masculinities with respect to individual and collective identity 
and the importance of psychological factors in the development of gender 
identity. Fever Pitch is as an example of a recent interest in the recovery of an 
individual’s past, as evidenced in the diary format, and will signal the move to 
the next chapter. (96-97) 
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       Thus, Hornby’s novels have been studied widely and in several different fields of study. 
Subsequently, my aim is to provide something new as A Long Way Down has not in general 
been researched in the same manner as his other works have as of yet. In addition, that was 
one of the reasons for choosing to study this particular novel as it is not greatly studied thus 
far and, thus, it can also provide a basis for possible future study.  Next, I am going to present 
the plot of A Long Way Down briefly. 
1.4. The Plot 
In A Long Way Down the four main characters narrate the story one at a time each with their 
own unique voices. Their story begins with a chance encounter on top of a London building 
called Toppers’ House. The fictional building is aptly named, as the Oxford English 
Dictionary defines the verb “to top yourself” as English slang for committing suicide. Its 
original meaning was to put to death by hanging, to behead. The characters have decided to 
end their lives by jumping off the building’s roof on one New Year’s Eve. Martin sets the 
story in motion but is soon distracted by Maureen, who arrives at the rooftop with the same 
intentions. However, it does not take long before Martin realizes he is not alone on the 
rooftop when he notices Maureen. He then climbs off the ledge because he “couldn’t get the 
mood back” (A Long Way Down 15). Martin and Maureen are about to exchange places 
when Jess, who is described as “a fucking lunatic” by Martin (A Long Way Down 17), arrives 
on the rooftop. Shortly after that the American JJ arrives delivering pizza, and the group is 
complete. The characters then agree to first wait for a half an hour: “’Now what?’ said Jess. 
‘We eat our pizza.’ ‘Then?’ Just give it half an hour, OK? Then we’ll see where we’re at’” 
(A Long Way Down 25). After sharing their stories and reasoning behind their decisions, as 
well as the slices of pizza, the four main characters decide to descend the rooftop in order to 
go look for Jess’s former boyfriend:  
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And when he said that, you could tell that, instead of killing ourselves, we were 
all going to come down from the roof and look for Jess’s boyfriend, or 
whatever he was. It wasn’t much of a plan, really. But it was the only plan we 
had, so all we could do was try and make it work. (A Long Way Down 42) 
              After searching for Jess’ lost boyfriend, they begin to fathom the importance of their 
newly formed group, as Maureen says: “It made me wonder what else would change if I 
lived like this for just a few more days” (A Long Way Down 77). Martin also makes a remark 
of similar style: “[…] and since then, life seemed to have a momentum. I hadn’t thought 
about killing myself once all morning” (A Long Way Down 100).  After a while, the media 
also discovers their story and the group tries to take advantage of the publicity and even 
agree to appear on national television in order to explain their side of the past events. During 
this time, the four main characters meet regularly to discuss suicide and death from different 
viewpoints. For example, they listen to music made by artists who have committed suicide 
and also read books written by authors who have killed themselves thus trying to find 
reasoning behind wanting to end their lives – some of the group members more profoundly 
than others:  
You should try and read the stuff by people who’ve killed themselves! We 
started with Virginia Woolf, and I only read like two pages of this book about 
a lighthouse, but I read enough to know why she killed herself: she killed 
herself because she couldn’t make herself understood. You only have to read 
one sentence to see that. I sort of identify with her a bit, because I suffer from 




         With the money earned from the television appearance, the group decides to travel 
abroad. The holiday does not go according to plans and afterwards they “go their separate 
ways”, as Martin depicts it in the novel (A Long Way Down 175). The four main characters 
agree to meet each other again at the rooftop of Topper’s House on Valentine’s Day. They 
all contemplate separately whether they still want to end their lives and when they meet at 
the top of Topper's House, they see a man actually committing suicide. To quote Martin’s 
viewpoint concerning the events: “The guy who jumped had two profound and apparently 
contradictory effects on us all. Firstly, he made us realize that we weren’t capable of killing 
ourselves. And secondly, this information made us suicidal again” (A Long Way Down 181).  
According to JJ, for people who consider suicide, the crisis period lasts for 90 days (A Long 
Way Down 184). Relying on this, the characters decide to make their final decisions 
concerning the future of their lives on the 90th day, March 21st. The group agrees to gather 
on the rooftop one more time only to come to a conclusion that they should postpone the 
decision for another six months. The reader is thus left with an open ending and the faith of 




2. Theoretical framework 
My aim is to provide a Bakhtinian reading of A Long Way Down, and more specifically, 
apply his theories of the carnival to the novel. I will also analyze the novel under study with 
the help of some other Bakhtinian concepts. The aim of the thesis is, thus, to determine 
whether the four protagonists form a carnivalistic crowd and whether they are able to see the 
laughing side of life with the help of their carnival. I have chosen to apply Bakhtin’s theories 
to the novel as it has numerous carnivalistic elements that become vividly apparent while 
reading the novel. After thoroughly acquainting myself with both the novel and M.M. 
Bakhtin’s theories, it was easy to acknowledge that A Long Way Down also shows other 
elements studied by Bakhtin in detail, such as polyphony and the chronotope.  
          In this section, I will present the theoretical framework which I am going to apply to 
Nick Hornby’s A Long Way Down later in my analysis. First, I will present the concept of 
carnival and more precisely the Bakhtinian view of the carnival, and also briefly discuss the 
modern adaptations of carnival. After presenting these ideas, I will discuss the grotesque and 
the carnival laughter in more detail as they both hold essential roles in all carnivals. Then, I 
am going to present the concept of the chronotope and then move onto discussing the 
adventure novel of everyday life in greater detail, as my aim is to show that A Long Way 
Down could be read as a modern version of that precise chronotope. In the final part of this 
theoretical section, I will look at polyphony and dialogism before moving onto the analysis 
section of this thesis.  
2.1. Carnival 
When trying to explore whether the characters of A Long Way Down are living inside a 
carnival of their own, one has to define carnival and carnivalesque first. The Russian theorist, 
Mikhail Mikhailovich Bakhtin, can be seen as the “forefather” of carnival in the field of 
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literary theory. Bakhtin was largely unknown during his lifetime and completely ignored by 
the Soviet authorities (Schmidt 236). In the foreword for Rabelais and His World, Krystyna 
Pomorska remarks that when the book first appeared in the West, Bakhtin was totally 
unknown there too (vii). However, today he is widely known and is “internationally 
acclaimed in the world of letters and in the humanities generally” (vii). When it comes to 
the carnival, as Charles Platter states, “the idea of carnival and its relationship to literature 
[…] is significant for all of Bakhtin’s work from the 1930s and 1940s, during which time 
the essays that comprise The Dialogic Imagination were composed” together with the 
dissertation that became Rabelais and His World (Aristophanes and the Carnival Genres 54-
55). Mikhail Bakhtin reportedly spent some time in Kazakhstan in the 1930s and witnessed 
the Stalinist collectivization at its highest peak. Consequently, as Rachel Schmidt states, 
there are now Western and Russian scholars who interpret Bakhtin’s novelistic sans notion 
of the carnivalesque as a veiled critique of the Stalinist policy (Schmidt 302). As Krystyna 
Pomorska states, the official prohibition of certain kinds of laughter, irony, and satire was 
imposed upon the writers of Russia after the Revolution (xi). 
            Subsequently, in defiance of this prohibition, “both Rabelais and Bakhtin cultivated 
laughter, aware that laughter, like language, is uniquely characteristic of the human species” 
(Pomorska xi). When it comes to Bakhtin’s carnival, what is noteworthy is that it does not 
always denote the same thing. Two basic senses of the term predominate, as Charles Platter 
explains further in his essay: 
1) Carnival as a human activity displayed in the public, popular culture of the 
marketplace, fairs and celebrations, and 2) carnival as the application of this to 
literature, whether contemporary, as in the medieval parodies to which Bakhtin 




In addition to this, Bakhtin also made important contributions to several different fields of 
knowledge, and it is said that “we lack a comprehensive term that is able to encompass 
Bakhtin’s activity in all its variety” (Holquist, Dialogism 14).  
          The concept of carnival itself comes from the Renaissance. In Mikhail Bakhtin, Clark 
and Holquist write that carnival played an important role in the life of all classes in the 
Renaissance (300). Cities devoted three months (about 90 days) a year to such festivals: 
“The importance of carnival, however, lay not in the great chunks of time given over to it 
but rather in the unique sense of the world it embodied” (300). In the Renaissance carnival 
celebrated “the freedom that comes from inversions in social hierarchy, suspension of sexual 
restraints, and the possibility of playing new and different roles” (251). As mentioned above, 
carnival and the carnivalesque denote separate things. David K. Danow gives a good 
definition of both terms the carnival and the carnivalesque: 
The first refers to an established period in time when certain cultures engage 
in a spirited celebration of a world in travesty, where the commonly held values 
of a given cultural milieu are reversed, where new “heads of state” are elected 
to “govern” the ungovernable, and where the generally accepted rules of polite 
behaviour are overruled in favour of the temporarily reigning spirit of Carnival. 
(3) 
He continues by stating that when a similar spirit pervades a work of literature, and it in his 
view partakes of or promotes the carnivalesque: 
That is, it supports the unsupportable, assails the unassailable, at times regards 
the supernatural as natural, takes fiction as truth, and makes the extraordinary 
or “magical” as viable as a possibility as the ordinary “real”, so that no true 
distinction is perceived or acknowledged between the two. (3) 
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In other words, carnival can be defined as a moment when folk culture temporarily 
subordinates to itself certain “hidden, embedded features of the official culture” (Danow 4). 
This can be seen, for example, in a particular use of language (Danow 4). In the prologue to 
Carnival, Hysteria and Writing (1993), Stuart Hall remarks that the striking and original 
factor about Bakhtin’s carnivalesque is that it is not merely a metaphor of inversion “setting 
the ‘low’ in in the place of the ‘high’, while preserving the binary structure of division 
between them” (Hall 8). Hall states that in Bakhtin’s carnival it is precisely the purity of this 
binary distinction which is transgressed (8). To quote Hall further, 
The low invades the high, blurring the hierarchical imposition of order; 
creating not simply the triumph of one aesthetic over another, but those impure 
and hybrid forms of the ‘grotesque; revealing the interdependency of the low 
on the high and vice versa, the inextricably mixed and ambivalent nature of all 
cultural life, the reversibility of cultural forms, symbols, language, and 
meaning; and exposing the arbitrary exercise of cultural power, simplification, 
and exclusion which are the mechanisms upon which the construction of every 
limit, tradition, and canonical formation, and the operation of every 
hierarchical principle of cultural closure, is founded. (8) 
            Carnival, as a Bakhtinian concept, has also different sides to it. In Introducing 
Bakhtin Sue Vice explains that “Carnival is, as Julia Kristeva puts it, ‘a signifier, but also 
signified’: it can be the subject or the means of representation in a text, or both” (149). Vice 
also states that “the carnivalesque may be detected in textual images, plot, or language itself” 
(149). Vice continues to quote Kristeva when she explains carnival as to be “a spectacle, but 
without a stage, in which the participant is ‘both actor and spectator’” (149). This is 
important about the carnival: it is not something to be admired or looked at, it is real life. 
Carnival is not a spectacle merely seen by people, it is something they live in and in which 
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everyone participates, “because the very idea embraces all the people” (Bakhtin, Rabelais 
and His World 7). Morson and Emerson state that the individual responsibilities disappear 
entirely from view when the individual is merged into the great body of the feasting people, 
as there is no longer a self – there is only the carnival mask (95). In the prologue to Rabelais 
and His World, Michael Holquist describes the essence of carnival further: 
Carnival must not be confused with plain holiday or with festivals fostered by 
governments. The sanction for carnival derives ultimately not from a calendar 
prescribed by church or state, but from a force that pre-exists priest and kings 
and to whose superior power they are actually deferring when they appear to 
be licensing a carnival. (Prologue, xviii) 
In the Middle Ages carnival had a greater importance in the lives of ordinary people, who 
inhabited a dual realm of existence. In other words, there was “one official, characterized by 
the authority of the church, the feudal system, work and one unofficial, characterized by 
reversal, parody, song, and laughter” (Vice 150). Thus, carnival was distinct from the serious 
official, ecclesiastical, and political ceremonials (Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World 6). 
Carnival offered something completely different as people “built a second world and a 
second life outside officialdom [...] in which they lived during a given time of the year” (7). 
According to Bakhtin, while carnival lasts there is no life outside it, and during it life is 
subjected to its laws: the laws of carnival’s own freedom. The restraints of the every-day-
life do not apply during the festivities. Bakhtin also adds that carnival has a universal spirit 
and it is a special condition of the world: of the world’s revival and renewal, in which all 
take part and also vividly feel its spirit (Rabelais and His World 7). Bakhtin explains the 
nature of carnival by stating that the carnival does not belong to the sphere of art: “[i]t 
belongs to the borderline between art and life. In reality, it is life itself, but it is shaped 
according to a certain pattern of play.” (Bakhtin, “Carnival Ambivalence” 198). The revival 
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and renewal both play an important role in A Long Way Down. The four main characters are 
all renewed by their “carnival”, they are not the same afterwards. They build their own 
reality, live inside it, and rule out everything else. Social class, status, age or occupation does 
not play a role. Once the group has been formed, life continues according to the laws of the 
carnival. 
        To conclude, carnival has different sides to it and all the carnivals show similar traits. 
The fact which makes them important is that the carnival offers a second reality for its 
participants where the normal rules do not apply. The feasting people adopt the carnival 
mask and that is where the spirit of the carnival and the grotesque become important. As 
they both are significant practises in all carnivals, they will be discussed in the next chapter.  
2.2. The Spirit of the Carnival and the Grotesque 
Another important term when discussing the carnival and the carnivalesque is the “spirit of 
the carnival”. In The Spirit of Carnival Danow explains how in the tradition of the 
carnivalesque there always exists “a combination of falsehood and truth, of darkness and 
light, of anger and gentleness, of life and death” (40). There are unquestionably two sides to 
Bakhtin’s carnival and its spirit. As Danow notes: “the carnival attitude promises joyous 
renewal but may well deliver something less desirable as well” (34). In other words, carnival 
does in most cases have a bright, life-affirming, and ‘magical’ side to it, but the carnival also 
tends to also have a “dark, death-embracing, horrific aspect” (Danow 5). According to 
Bakhtin, “in the world of literature there are certain works in which the two aspects, 
seriousness and laughter, coexist and reflect each other, and are indeed whole aspects, not 
separate serious and comic images as in the usual modern drama’” (qtd. in Danow 34).  
            Bakhtin claims that carnivals were always closely connected to time and, thus, linked 
to the cycle of nature or in the life of a man. Moments of death and revival, of change and 
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renewal always led to a festive perception of the world (Rabelais and His World 9). Bakhtin 
continues by stating that the carnival laughter is ambivalent at its core, “it is gay, triumphant, 
and at the same time mocking, deriding. It asserts and denies, it buries and revives” (Rabelais 
and His World 11-12). In other words, it is carnival laughter that overcomes all oppressive 
norms and also banishes death along with the fear of death (Morson and Emerson 93).  Death 
is seen as the indispensable link in the process of the people’s growth and renewal (Morson 
and Emerson 93). Rachel Schmidt explains that the carnivalesque laughter holds an essential 
position in the carnivalesque culture, as it serves to sustain and unify the community – it 
includes all individuals “in its embrace and revitalizes rather than destroys the community” 
(258).  As Morson and Emerson summarize the idea, 
Carnival and laughter are described as utopian in the sense that they challenge 
all social norms that have ever been or ever will be; they incorporate a spirit of 
joyful negation of everything completed or to be completed. Because there are 
always some norms in force, this negation can never ultimately succeed – nor 
does it strive to succeed – in replacing the world as we know it with another 
world. (94) 
Most importantly, carnival laughter is also directed at those who laugh. Bakhtin states that 
carnival laughter expresses the viewpoint of the world as a whole; he who laughs belongs to 
it (Rabelais and His World 12). The carnival laughter does not belong to a single person but 
to all of the world’s inhabitants. Danow states that: “it is rendered not in response to what is 
funny but in answer to what might otherwise (without its healing power) be frightening” 
(37). Thus, when it comes to Hornby’s novel, the reader cannot solely laugh at the characters, 
but rather laugh with them: we, as the readers, are also a part of the carnival. Both of these 
sides – the life affirming and the death embracing ones— play an equally important role in 
the world of carnival. A Long Way Down could be interpreted as being a literary work which 
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entails both of these sides. The characters embrace death, they renounce the fear of death, 
and laugh at life throughout the novel.  
            As stated above, carnivals were not celebrated at haphazard times and, thus, time 
comes to play an important role in the carnival. Carnivals were, in fact, closely connected 
with the feasts of the Church, as carnival marked the last days before Lent, explains Bakhtin 
in The Bakhtin Reader (Morris, Bakhtin “Folk Humour and Carnival Laughter” 198). To use 
his words: “Even more significant is the generic link of these carnivals with ancient pagan 
festivities, agrarian in nature, which included the comic element in their rituals” (“Folk 
Humour and Carnival Laughter” 198). Feasts are an important form of human culture as “the 
feast had always an essential, meaningful philosophical content” (“Folk Humour and 
Carnival Laughter” 198-9). This meaningful component of the carnival stems from the idea 
that carnival rituals are free from all religious and ecclesiastic dogmatism, from all 
mysticism and piety. They belong to a completely different sphere (“Folk Humour and 
Carnival Laughter” 197). Finally, Bakhtin adds that   
No rest period or breathing spell can be rendered festive per se; something 
must be added from the spiritual and ideological dimension. They must be 
sanctioned not by the world of practical conditions but by the highest aims of 
human existence, that is, by the world of ideals. Without this sanction there 
can be no festivity. (“Folk Humour and Carnival Laughter” 198) 
More importantly, the feast is always related to time. It can be either the recurrence of an 
event in the natural cycle, or either to biological or historic timeliness. Moreover, Bakhtin 
explains that through all the stages of historic development feasts were linked to moments 
of crisis, of breaking points in the cycle of nature or especially in the life of society and man 
(“Folk Humour and Carnival Laughter” 199). Bakhtin explains that moments of death and 
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revival, of change and renewal, always lead to a festive perception of the world and this is 
highly important when discussing the carnival itself. It was these moments, expressed in 
concrete forms, which created the peculiar character of feasts in the Renaissance in particular 
(Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, 9). And this is, in fact, one of the major elements in which 
I am going to concentrate on my analysis of the novel A Long Way Down. 
            Lastly, I am going to discuss one crucial function of carnival: the grotesque. Bakhtin 
mentions in Rabelais and His World that the grotesque cannot be separated from the culture 
of folk humour and the carnival spirit (47). As Stallybrass and White mention, grotesque 
realism is fundamental to the corporeal, collective nature of carnival laughter (8). However, 
the true nature of grotesque remains unexplained (Rabelais and His World 47). In Bakhtin’s 
view it is the medieval and Renaissance grotesque, which is filled with the spirit of carnival, 
is what liberates the world from all that is terrifying and dark, as it takes away all fears and 
is completely joyous and bright (Rabelais and His World 47). Bakhtin recapitulates his view 
on the grotesque as follows: 
Actually the grotesque liberates man from all the forms of inhuman necessity 
that direct the prevailing concept of the world. This concept is uncrowned by 
the grotesque and reduced to the relative and limited. […] The principle of 
laughter and the carnival spirit on which grotesque is based destroys this 
limited seriousness and all pretence of an extra temporal meaning and 
unconditional value of necessity. It frees human consciousness, thought, and 
imagination for new possibilities. (Rabelais and His World 49) 
When discussing the matter of death as a grotesque image, Bakhtin sees it as a part of life as 
a whole, not as a negation of life (Rabelais and His World 50). Death is life’s “indispensable 
component, the condition of its constant renewal and rejuvenation” (Rabelais and His World 
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50). Death is, in Bakhtin’s view,  always related to birth and he remarks that the theme of 
death predominantly as renewal, the combination of death and birth, and the pictures of 
joyous death play an important role in the system of grotesque imagery in Rabelais’ novel, 
too (Rabelais and His World 51). Ralph Ciancio sees the grotesque as “laughing in pain” 
(1). He continues by stating that scholars resist a single definition of the grotesque but it 
typically presents an estranged world fraud with frightful and ludicrous incongruities with 
human degradation and that the categories of rational and familiar order fuse, collapse, and 
finally give way to the absurd (1). Bakhtin emphasizes that what is important to the medieval 
carnevalistic laughter, is the acute awareness of victory over fear. This feeling appears in 
literature, for example, as the comic images of death (Rabelais and His World 91). 
According to Bakhtin, all that is terrible becomes grotesque and that the grotesque image 
cannot be understood without appreciating the defeat of fear, as “the people will play with 
terror and laugh at it; the awesome becomes the ‘comic monster’” (Rabelais and His World 
31). This is the side of the grotesque I will also concentrate on later in my analysis. 
           Another important component of the grotesque is the grotesque body. According to 
Stallybrass and White, the grotesque realism uses the material body – flesh conceptualized 
as corpulent excess – to represent cosmic, social, topographical and linguist elements of the 
world (8-9). According to Bakhtin, the bodily element is always deeply positive (Rabelais 
and His World 19).  He also remarks that in the literary sphere the entire medieval parody is 
based on the grotesque concept of the body and that it forms the basis of abuses, oaths, and 
curses (Rabelais and His World 27). Bakhtin continues by stating that “the importance of 
abusive language is essential to the understanding of the literature of the grotesque” 
(Rabelais and His World 27). Noteworthy is also that the grotesque is closely associated 
with the disordered revelry of carnival as it presents an open and heterogeneous body: a body 
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which is unfinished, continually expanding and, therefore, radically different from the 
transcendent individual and bourgeois ego (Wawrzinek 45). To quote Wawrzinek further: 
Carnival and the grotesque deflate all that is sublime and portentous. Defined 
in opposition to the lofty ideals of transcendence and the autonomous subject, 
they effect a reverse sublimation that revels in the disordered social body — 
the same loose collection of material diversity, openings, fissures, disruptions 
and voices that sublime transcendence attempts to leave behind. Carnival 
highlights the creative disorder of the social body, in contrast to the contingent 
order of the individual, the state and the church. (45-46) 
        These elements of the grotesque presented above are to be discussed in detail in my 
analysis section 3.2. A Long Way Down has many grotesque features in it and is a good 
example of grotesque realism, too.  Next, I am going to present a few modern adaptations of 
carnival.  
2.3. Modern Adaptations of Carnival  
While carnival originates in the medieval culture, Bakhtin’s theories concerning it have been 
adapted and quoted ever since. Bakhtinian concepts of carnival and the carnivalesque are 
commonly used when studying the contemporary novels or contemporary culture in general. 
Mikita Brottman argues that Bakhtin is “perhaps the most important and certainly the most 
radical writer of recent years to wholly rethink the concepts of style and genre in the light of 
a post-Saussurean linguistics” (32) Brottman also states that Bakhtin is acknowledged in 
increasingly wide circles as a sensitive observer of popular culture in its sociohistoric context 
and perhaps that is one of the reasons why his theories continue to be so widely used in 
different academic fields even today (34). As Bakhtin writes in Discourse in the Novel, texts 
continue to grow and develop even after the moment of their creation, and they are capable 
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of being creatively transformed in different eras, far distant from the day and hour of their 
original birth (422). 
         When it comes to modern applications of Bakhtin’s theories Brottman herself uses 
Bakhtin’s ideas on, for example, polyglossia when studying today’s popular culture, and 
especially the contemporary style magazines (37) As Brottman states: 
Bakhtinian analysis constitutes a theoretical system to which it is not only 
possible but critically essential to submit today’s popular culture, since in its 
continual interchange and deliberate fusion of high and low styles, politics, 
parody and pastiche, comic strip and literature, haut couture and street fashion, 
this kind of culture constitutes a singular shifting polyglossia whose rich 
carnival of discourse lies open to Bakhtin’s radical definition of novelness, and 
whose instances of language, say in rock lyrics or advertisements, are in this 
way very similar to the instances of language that Bakhtin finds in the novel. 
(35) 
In Brottman’s view in the modern style magazines the carnival spirit is embodied as parody, 
pastiche or irony, and moreover, she states that in most contemporary style magazines “all 
representatives of the established canonical literary system and the old, official, sacred 
world— judges, lawyers, politicians, churchmen, well-established media figures — are 
treated as absurd and ridiculous and laughed down in favor of the latest top model, movie 
star, or cult musician, kings and queens for an issue precisely because of their hip” (42). In 
addition to these, Brottman sees a connection between language and the carnivalesque: 
At other times, this carnivalesque impulse takes the form of a mockery of 
“intellectual” prose and criticism. In such cases, the language of the writer 
strives to overcome literariness and to get away from outmoded styles and 
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period-bound language by fusing this very literariness with street talk, creating 
a dialogue between the canonical literary system and the generic languages of 
various subcultures, making language parody itself. (43) 
As noted above, according to Brottman there is a link between Bakhtin’s theories and 
contemporary music, notably punk and grunge music, to mention a few examples (45). As 
Brottman states, “like the carnival jester, goth, grunge, and punk rockers are Lords of 
Misrule who celebrate a thoughtless deceit opposed to everything they find to be 
conventional and false— synthetic forms for the parodied exposure of others” (45). 
Bakhtinian concepts on carnival have also been broadly used when studying literature in 
general. An interesting case in point concerns Jane Austen’s novels. Gabriela Castellanos 
writes in her Laughter, War and Feminism (1994) that Austen transposes some elements of 
the cultural opposition between carnival and officialdom, with carnival’s characteristic 
mingling of many social classes, to the tension between the male and the female within a 
limited range of classes. Castellanos also argues that Austen used carnivalesque language: 
In her view, much of Austen’s work shows carnivalesque elements such as the tendency to 
portray situations in which the worldly relevance for wealth and male dominance are 
ridiculed (3). 
           To transport the theories to a more contemporary level, Bakhtin’s ideas on carnival 
have also been applied in divergent ways when studying contemporary culture. A good 
example of this is Mike Presdee’s Cultural Criminology and the Carnival of Crime (2000) 
in which he tries to explore whether the “extreme, oppositional forms of popular and 
personal pleasure”, such or the living out of carnival desires on the streets through joyriding, 
street crime and antisocial behavior, and in private via the Internet (i) could be interpreted 
as a carnival in their own right. Presdee sees confluences in the behavior of especially young 
people of today and the carnival as the voice of those below, those on the social margins (41) 
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and the carnivalistic concepts of misrule, the reconstructing of the world through laughter 
and the language and imagery of carnival (39-42). However, as Linda Hutcheon writes in 
“Modern Parody and Bakhtin” one ought to be cautious when trying to apply Bakhtin’s 
theories to contemporary culture. She states that Bakhtin’s own theories are always rooted 
in history, in the specificity of time and place (99). “Nevertheless”, she adds, “in discussing 
the particular case of the medieval carnival, Bakhtin seems to have uncovered what I believe 
to be another underlying principle of all parodical discourse: the paradox of its authorized 
transgression of norms” (99). What is noteworthy here is Hutcheon’s accurate observation 
that although this popular festival and its manifest forms exist outside all officialdom, as a 
result they posit those very norms as “the recognition of the inverted world still requires a 
knowledge of the order of the world which it inverts and, in a sense, incorporates” (99). 
Hutcheon goes on to explain that the motivation and the form of the carnivalesque are both 
derived from authority: the second life of the carnival has meaning only in relation to the 
official life. As carnival marked a temporary liberation from all prevailing orders, and while 
being temporary they nevertheless legalized (Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World 89). 
Hutcheon states the parodic disguise was used to hide, not to destroy, the sacred World and, 
furthermore, that this paradox of legalized though unofficial subversion is characteristic of 
all parodic discourse (99). 
         It is here that the role of parody in carnival comes into consideration, and it also plays 
an important role in the Bakhtinian carnival. Hutcheon states that the parodic text is granted 
a distinctive “license to transgress the limits of convention, but, as in the carnival, it can do 
so only temporarily and only within the controlled confines dictated by ‘recognizability’” 
(99). Simon Dentith describes that for Bakhtin parody is merely one of the forms that draw 
upon the popular energies of the carnival (Parody 22). However, in Bakhtinian terms parody 
is “both a symptom and a weapon in the battle between popular cultural energies and the 
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forces of authority which seek to control them” (Dentith, Parody 23). Thus, the Bakhtinian 
ideas are still very much under debate and frequently both studied and applied in various 
fields of study. Next, I will present another concept studied by Bakhtin: the chronotope. 
2.4. Chronotope 
Another Bakhtinian concept to be applied in this thesis is the chronotope, especially the 
chronotope of the adventure novel of everyday life, which I am going to present in a separate 
section after this chapter. As the timeframe of A Long Way Down is especially noteworthy, 
the chronotope of time has to be taken into account. In the novel, the four main characters 
meet on New Year’s Eve, a night when people make their resolutions, promise to start “a 
new life” or, at least, abandon their bad habits. Instead, the main characters of A Long Way 
Down have decided to end it all, to kill themselves. In the novel, there are other important 
occasions which happen at interesting points in time. For example, the Valentine’s Day has 
an important role. Bakhtin has addressed this idea of time and space in detail, and I am going 
to use his idea of the chronotope in my analysis. Bakhtin begins his discussion of the idea of 
chronotope as follows: 
At the beginning of our enquiry we ascertained that man is the organizing 
form-and-content center of artistic vision[...] The world of artistic vision is a 
world which is organized, ordered, and consummated[...] around  a given 
human being as his axiological surroundings or environment. (Introduction, 
The Bakhtin Reader 18; emphasis original) 
The very concrete perception of a person’s spatial and temporal situatedness in the world 
informs his concept of the “chronotope”. Further, it refers to “the artistic imaging on human 
life as always concretely embodied within a specific temporal-geographical location” 
(Introduction, The Bakhtin Reader 18). The human body as a material thing, according to 
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Morris, must occupy a physical and temporal space (18). Simon Dentith describes the 
chronotope as a mobile term which alludes to the way in which time and space are together 
conceived and represented. He continues by stating that this has been done in various and 
characteristic ways in different kinds of writing, “permitting different characteristic 
narratives and relying upon some characteristic motifs” (Bakhtinian Thought 52). In The 
Dialogic Imagination Bakhtin discusses the significance of chronotopes and their meaning 
to the narrative. He describes chronotopes as the place “where the knots of narrative are tied 
and untied” (250). Bakhtin continues by stating that to chronotopes belongs the meaning that 
shapes narrative (The Dialogic Imagination 250). To underline the point, Bakhtin argues 
that: 
We cannot help but be strongly impressed by the representational importance 
of the chronotope. Time becomes, in effect, palpable and visible; the 
chronotope makes narrative events concrete, makes them take on flesh, causes 
blood to flow in their veins. An event can be communicated, it becomes 
information, one can give precise data on the place and time of its occurrence. 
But the event does not become a figure. It is precisely the chronotope that 
provides ground essential for the showing-forth, the representability of events. 
(Dialogic Imagination 250; emphasis original) 
Moreover, this increases the density and concreteness of time markers that occur within well-
delineated spatial areas. According to Bakhtin, it is this that “makes it possible to structure 
a representation of events in the chronotope (around the chronotope)” (The Dialogic 
Imagination 250).  The chronotope serves as a primary point where the novel unfolds. More 
precisely, “the chronotope functions as the primary means for materializing time in space, 
emerges as a center for concretizing representation, as a force giving body to the entire 
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novel” (The Dialogic Imagination 250). As Bakhtin explains the idea of chronotope in 
another context:  
Chronotope means time-space and refers to the intrinsic connectedness of 
temporal and spatial relationships that are artistically expressed in literature. It 
expresses the inseparability of the space and time. In the literary artistic 
chronotope, spatial and temporal indicators are fused into one carefully 
thought-out, concrete whole. Time, as it were, thickens, takes on flesh, 
becomes artistically visible; likewise, space becomes charged and responsive 
to the movements of time, plot and history. This intersection of axes and fusion 
of indicators characterizes the artistic chronotope. (Bakhtin Reader 184) 
Elana Gomel sums up well the idea of the chronotope as she states that the chronotope is 
“the textual equivalent of Einstein’s spacetime; the connection that Bakhtin acknowledges, 
pointing out that it is not entirely a metaphor. The chronotope is what structures and defines 
the narrative text in all its formal constituents: time (plot), space (setting) and character 
(actant)” (19). However, it is noteworthy to stress that chronotope is not, as traditionally 
conceived, “primarily an epistemological but an ethical category, i.e., it is not about different 
ways of perceiving temporality and spatiality but rather about different possibilities of 
human action in a concrete situation” (xx). Bakhtin himself names the unified time/space 
determined perception chronotopic. He also analyzes the development of this chronotopic 
sense of human life in three influential early types of novel: the adventure novel of ordeal, 
the adventure novel of everyday life and, ancient biography and autobiography (“Aesthetic 
Visualization of Time/Space: The Chronotope” 180). In this thesis, I am going to concentrate 
on the second one, the adventure novel of everyday life, as it ties A Long Way Down and the 
concept of chronotope together.  In the following section I present this particular type of 
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novel. Before moving onto the next section, I will also address some other modern 
adaptations of the idea of the chronotope in literary criticism. 
2.5. The Adventure Novel of Everyday Life 
As the name suggests, the adventure novel of everyday life unites adventure time with 
everyday temporality. Central to it are the themes of metamorphosis or transformation 
(“Aesthetic Visualization of Time/Space: The Chronotope”, 181). These themes 
metamorphosis (transformation) – particularly human transformation – and identity 
(particularly human identity), are drawn from the treasury of pre-class world folklore (The 
Dialogic Imagination 112) As Bakhtin explains it further: “the folkloric image of man is 
intimately bound up with transformation and identity. The folktale image of man – 
throughout the extraordinary variety of folkloric narratives – orders itself around the motifs 
of transformation and identity” (The Dialogic Imagination 112). To quote Bakhtin, 
[m]etamorphosis serves as the basis for a method of portraying the whole of 
an individual’s life in its more important moments of crisis as it shows how an 
individual becomes other than what he was. We are offered various sharply 
differing images of one and the same individual, images that are united in him 
as various epochs and stages in the course of his life. There is no evolution in 
the strict sense of the word: what we get, rather, is crisis and rebirth. (The 
Dialogic Imagination 115) 
In the crisis-like of portrayal we see only one or two moments that decide the fate of a man’s 
life and determine its entire disposition. Bakhtin states that when a novel follows this 
principle it provides us with two or three different images of the very same individual, 
various images that are disjoined and rejoined when he undergoes the crisis and rebirths 
(Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination 115). What is important to the adventure novel of 
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everyday life is guilt, moral weakness, and error, as they function as the initiating forces in 
the story. Thus, the primary initiative belongs to the hero himself (The Dialogic Imagination 
116). Morson and Emerson claim that the concepts of critical moments, of turning points, 
are essential to this logic, because “development is not understood as constant, gradual, and 
prosaic, as it is for example in Jane Austen’s novels, but as taking place in limited set of 
specific moments” (Mikhail Bakhtin 386). 
              Pam Morris explains the issue further as she states that this chronotope structures 
time around the moments of biographical crisis which reveal how an individual becomes 
other than what he formerly was (“Aesthetic Visualization of Time/Space: The Chronotope”, 
181). However, as Morris continues, the hero’s relation to his spatial world remains 
fortuitous and external, the change which happens is confined within his individual life, 
unrelated to any sense of historical time (“Aesthetic Visualization of Time/Space: The 
Chronotope”181). Regarding the change and its initiative, Bakhtin states that the primary 
initiative belongs to the hero himself and to his own personality. This initiative is not positive 
in a creative sense, rather what we have is guilt, moral weakness, and error (and its Christian 
hagiographic variant, sin) as the initiating forces (“Aesthetic Visualization of Time/Space: 
The Chronotope “, 186). According to Bakhtin, the most fitting exemplar of this specific 
genre is Apuleiu’s Golden Ass, chiefly important for exploring new, more “realistic”, or less 
abstract areas of space through which Lucius wanders after he has been transformed into an 
ass (Dialogism 110).  He takes the idea further: 
The time of this chronotope is characterized by its effects on the life of an 
individual person; unlike characters in earlier Greek romances. These changes 
may be abrupt metamorphoses, similar to adventures, but they do more than 
articulate an abstract pattern if rearrangeable events: they create a pattern of 
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development in the biography of the hero as he moves from guilt through 
punishment to redemption. (Dialogism 110) 
Morson and Emerson state that the chronotope of The Golden Ass is more concrete than that 
of the Greek romance as the space becomes saturated with a time that is more substantial: “a 
space filled with real, living meaning, and forms a crucial relationship with the hero and his 
fate” (388).  
       And, thus, as the name suggests, the chronotope portrays everyday life. However, the 
hero is not essentially shaped by that life, and the facts of that life do not alter his own 
biographical life. Regardless, in these types of novels the daily life is portrayed at length and 
substantially (Morson and Emerson 388). In The Golden Ass we are presented with three 
images of Lucius: Lucius before his transformation into an ass, Lucius the Ass, and Lucius 
mysteriously purified and renewed (Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination 115). Over and over 
again, the plot is propelled by accidental events that prevent Lucius’s transformation back 
into a human being. But this adventure time is enclosed within another kind of time and so 
its “logic of chance is subordinated to another and higher logic” (Morson and Emerson 384). 
The string of adventures is but a moment of the whole story, the overall logic of which is a 
kind of a metamorphosis (Mikhail Bakhtin 384). Steinby takes the idea further: “a 
chronotope that determines a whole subgenre of a novel – as the adventure-time chronotope 
determines the ancient Greek adventure novel – thus defines the genre in terms of the 
possibilities of action available to the individuals in the world of the novel” (119).  She 
continues by stating that 
In Bakhtin’s concept of the chronotope, human action in the novel appears in 
the frame of temporal-spatially determined possibilities. Chronotopes open up 
to the characters a certain time-space of possible action, which is conditioned 
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by a locality or a social situation but still leaves the individual the freedom of 
ethical choice. Thus chronotopes are primarily not categories of cognition but 
of the possibilities of human action. (122) 
              What makes the adventure novel of everyday life different from the two other types 
of novel, as defined by Bakhtin, is that in this genre the hero undergoes a series of adventures 
which do not result in a simple affirmation of his destiny – rather they lead to the construction 
of a new image of the hero, “a man who is now purified and reborn” (The Dialogic 
Imagination 117). What is important for my approach is that the most central characteristic 
for this type of novel is “the way it fuses the course of an individual’s life (at its major turning 
points) with his actual spatial course or road – that is, with his wanderings” (The Dialogic 
Imagination 120). Accordingly, the premise for A Long Way Down is the fact that all the 
central characters are facing a turning point in their own lives – or rather, their encounter 
and the formation of the group serves as a force which changes the course of their lives. The 
reader then follows their “wanderings” and, eventually, the metamorphosis into renewed or 
somewhat altered beings.   
2.6. Dialogism and Polyphony 
Dialogism is not a term used by Bakhtin himself, but as Michael Holquist mentions in 
Dialogism, all of Bakhtin’s writings are animated and controlled by the principle of dialogue 
(15). When trying to explain what dialogism is Holquist states that in everyday usage, 
dialogue is a synonym for conversation and that this general sense of the word can obscure 
its special significance in the thought of Bakthin (Dialogism, 40). As he writers: 
Speaking and exchange are aspects of dialogue that play an important role in 
both usages. But what gives dialogue its central place in dialogism is precisely 
the kind of relation conversations manifest, the conditions that must be met if 
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any exchange between different speakers is to occur at all. That relation is most 
economically defined as one in which differences – while still remaining 
different – serve as the building blocks of simultaneity. (Holquist, 40; emphasis 
original) 
According to Terry Eagleton, Bakhtin, in fact, was one of the first theorists who shifted 
attention from the abstract system of langue to the concrete utterances of individuals, 
especially in particular social contexts (101). Eagleton continues by stating that Bakhtin 
thought language was to be seen as inherently ‘dialogic’ and it could be grasped only in 
terms of its inevitable orientation towards another (101). Noteworthy here is Holquist’s 
statement that in a conversation both speakers differ from each other and the utterance each 
makes is always different from the other and, regardless, these differences are held together 
in the relation of dialogue (Dialogism 40). Holquist also states that the non-identity of mind 
and world is the conceptual rock on which dialogism is founded and the source of all the 
other levels of non-concurring identity which Bakhtin sees shaping the world and our place 
in it (Dialogism 17-18). An important matter to consider is that the capacity of dialogism is 
based on otherness. According to Holquist, this otherness is not a dialectical alienation, on 
the contrary in dialogism consciousness is otherness (Dialogism 18). In an essay Bakhtin 
states that everything that is uttered is located outside the “soul” of the speaker and does not, 
in turn, belong only to him (“The Problems of the Text” 122). He continues by declaring 
that:  
The word cannot be assigned to a single speaker. The author (speaker) has his 
own inalienable right to the word, but the listener also has his rights, and those 
whose voices are heard in the word before the author comes upon it also have 
their special nature of relations toward other utterances as utterances, that is, 
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toward semantic wholes, has remained undisclosed and unstudied. (“The 
Problems of the Text” 123) 
In Bakhtin’s view the dialogic nature of interrelations of semantic wholes and semantic 
positions (e.g. utterances) was not properly understood during his time (“The Problems of 
the Text” 123). To Bakhtin, the person who participates in the understanding constitutes a 
part of the understood utterance or the text, which in turn is “the framing of another's 
utterances with a dialogizing context” (“The Problems of the Text” 123). 
          Another concept closely related to dialogism is polyphony, and I am going to shortly 
present next. As Morson and Emerson state, Bakhtin himself never gave an explicit 
explanation of the term in Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics which deals with the topic 
(231). Bakhtin constructed his theory of polyphony when he studied Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s 
works whom he sees as the creator of the polyphonic novel, as stated above (Problems of 
Dostoyevsky’s Poetics 7). According to Bakhtin, the polyphonic novel did not exist before 
Dostoevsky (Problems of Dostoyevsky’s Poetics 7).  As Bakhtin writes in Problems of 
Dostoyevsky’s Poetics: “a plurality of independent and unmerged voices and consciousness, 
a genuine polyphony of fully valid voices is in fact the chief character of Dostoyevsky’s 
novels” (6). He continues by stating that what can be seen in Dostoyevsky’s works is not a 
multitude of characters and fates in single objective world presented by a single authorial 
consciousness, but rather “a plurality of consciousness, with equal rights and each with his 
own world” (Problems of Dostoyevsky’s Poetics 6). Bakhtin sees Dostoevsky’s major heroes 
as not only objects of authorial discourse but also subjects of their own directly signifying 
discourse (Problems of Dostoyevsky’s Poetics 7).  
           In Dostoevsky’s works there appears a hero whose voice is constructed exactly like 
the voice of the author himself in a novel of the usual type, in a conventional novel. A 
35 
 
character’s view of himself and his world is just as fully weighted as the author’s usually is; 
it is not subordinated to the character’s objectified image as merely one of his characteristics, 
nor does it serve as a mouthpiece for the author’s voice (Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoyevsky’s 
Poetics 7). In the centre of polyphony lies the idea that a character’s voice is independent, it 
exists alongside the author’s voice (Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoyevsky’s Poetics 7). The 
character’s discourse cannot be “exhausted by the usual functions of characterization and 
plot development, nor does it serve as a vehicle for the author’s own ideological position” 
(Problems of Dostoyevsky’s Poetics 7). As Bakhtin writes, 
The consciousness of a character is given as someone else’s consciousness, 
another consciousness, yet at the same time it is not turned in to an object, is 
not closed, does not come a simple object of the author’s consciousness.  
(Problems of Dostoyevsky’s Poetics 7, original emphasis) 
As Hirschkop mentions in Bakhtin and Cultural Theory, the two different programmes are 
thereby conflated under the name of polyphony: these are the separation the author’s voice 
from those of the characters, which makes narrative possible and the representation of the 
linguistic stratification of society (11). A good summary of the concept itself is presented by 
Holquist as he states the following: 
What is the difference between the two? It is the ability of the artist in his or 
her text to treat other human subjects from the vantage point of transgredience, 
a privilege denied the rest of us who author only in lived experience [...]. The 
author of a novel, for instance, can manipulate the other not only as an other, 
but as a self. (Dialogism 34; emphasis original) 
Renate Lachmann states that polyphony bears a close resemblance to carnival, as in it there 
exits an ambivalent opposition between the “stability of the letter” (e.g. books) and the 
36 
 
“spontaneity of polyphony” (54). This polyphonic dissolution of everything “that is fixed in 
meaning but nevertheless continues to affirm its rights, corresponds, on another front, to the 
ambivalent gestures of the carnival, those gesticulations that let the unofficial and unruly 
domain break loose from the official realm of rule, without however doing any harm to the 
same realm” (54). Lachmann is right to emphasize that Bakhtin’s theories and views on both 
polyphony and dialogism are not without defects and she continues by declaring that the 
problem of rhetoricity in Bakhtin’s work has been widely discussed recently in Bakhtinology 
(55).   
          However, as Michael Macovski emphasizes, Bakhtin himself was careful to specify 
what polyphony actually is (Dialogue and Critical Discourse: Language, Culture, Critical 
Theory 258). Macovski continues by stating that a sense of this term must be derived from 
numerous characterizations in context of the particular text in question. Polyphony is an 
approach to narrative that embodies a dialogic sense of truth (258). Macovski gives a good 
comparison between the monologic and polyphonic novel. He states that in monologic 
(nonpolyphonic) works the author is the only authority. The reader is not asked to engage 
directly with the character’s idea, nor “nor to enter into dialogue with it; rather, the reader is 
asked to appraise it in terms of the character's life and the work's structure. The reader is 
invited to enter into dialogue only with the author's idea, as conveyed by the whole work. In 
this sense, the ideas of characters in a monologic work are ‘objectified’” (259). In contrast 
to the monologic novel, Macovski continues, in a polyphonic work 
[t]he reader is asked to engage directly with the ideas of characters, much as 
the reader engages with the ideas of the author. Characters’ ideas are not just 
traits: they “mean directly,” and they therefore can be said to lie on the “same 
plane” as the ideas of the author. Because the direct power to mean belongs to 
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many people in a polyphonic work, major characters are in a position 
analogous to that of the author in a monologic work. (259) 
In addition, what separates the polyphonic novel from the monologic one is that only in 
polyphonic works do (major) characters possess the power to mean directly (Dialogue and 
Critical Discourse: Language, Culture, Critical Theory 259). Macovski continues by stating 
that in a polyphonic work “the author expresses his own position in two ways: As the creator 
of the work he embodies (through the very act of creating a polyphonic rather than a 
monologic work) a dialogic sense of truth” (259). In Macovski’s view, polyphony is 
therefore a way of representing human freedom (259). 
           To conclude the central point of these sections, a carnival can be seen as a liberation 
of the current order of things. What makes the carnival and the carnivalesque so apt for my 
thesis is that the darker, death-embracing side of the otherwise merry atmosphere of the 
carnival is an essential feature all carnivals. This dualistic nature of the carnival is important, 
as it is the duality that offers something greater than singularity (Danow 41). And that 
something is, as Bakhtin himself describes it: 
[t]he dual body becomes a dual world, the fusion of the past and future in the 
single act of the death of the one and the birth of another, in the image of the 
grotesque historic world of becoming and renewal. (Rabelais and His World 
435) 
In the centre of my analysis is the altering impact that the carnival has.  It is the carnival 
spirit in all its diversity which gives the original impulse for the metamorphosis that the 
characters in A Long Way Down undergo. The carnival in A Long Way Down is not merely 
formed of the carnivalesque elements but rather a mixture of it combined with the carnival 
laughter, the grotesque and polyphony together with dialogism. In order to give a more 
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extensive study of the novel I have also included the Bakhtinian concepts of the chronotope 
and adventure novel of the everyday life, as they both have a justifiable role in the analysis. 




3. Analysis of A Long Way Down 
In this section of my thesis I will present and analyse the carnivalistic functions found in 
Nick Hornby’s A Long Way Down. In light of the theoretical approaches introduced in the 
previous chapter, I will in Chapter 3.1. demonstrate the carnivalistic elements in the main 
characters’ stories, and, in the entire novel respectively. The close relations formed with 
different and unusual people and their importance is in a key position in my analysis. Also, 
their connection to the issues of change and renewal are also important when it comes to the 
carnevalistic features in A Long Way Down. 
           I will also present the grotesque imagery in my analysis. Thus, together with 
presenting and analysing the carnival and carnivalesque elements along with the grotesque 
in Chapter 3.1., I am also going to provide an analysis on dialogism and polyphony in the 
novel. In addition, I will discuss the concept of carnival laughter in terms of A Long Way 
Down. The last segment in my analysis, Chapter 3.3., explores the Bakhtinian ideas on the 
chronotope and, more precisely, the adventure novel of everyday life and how they can be 
detected in A Long Way Down. In the chronotope of adventure novel of everyday life the 
moments of crisis, metamorphosis, renewal play a key role, and I will discuss them as well. 
I will also present some elements that conflict with the Bakhtinian view of carnival and 
carnivalesque that can be found in A Long Way Down throughout this section of the thesis.  
 
3.1. A Carnival of Four  
The four protagonists of A Long Way Down – Martin, JJ, Jess and Maureen – form a 
carnevalistic crowd and, thus, live inside a carnival of their own for the duration of the novel. 
On the surface, it is the suicide attempts, or rather, the urge to end their lives, which link the 
main characters together. However, as the story develops further, it becomes apparent that 
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they also have something else in common. It is clear that the protagonists are laughing at life 
together and view their own lives in a different manner after meeting each other. In so doing 
they are able to perceive what Bakhtin calls the world’s “laughing aspect” (Rabelais and His 
World 13), which in turn gives them the motivation to stay alive.  As Bakhtin mentions, the 
laughing aspect can only be perceived during a carnival (Rabelais and His World 13). This, 
thus, creates an interesting starting point for the analysis, as it is this essential part of 
Bakhtin’s carnival that prevails in Hornby’s A Long Way Down.  
            Firstly, the idea of relations between people who normally would not interact with 
each other is a prominent carnivalistic feature detected in A Long Way Down. As Bakhtin 
states, during a carnival a free and familiar attitude spreads over everything from all values 
to all phenomena and things (The Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics 123). All things that 
were once self-enclosed, disunified, and distanced from one another by a noncarnivalistic 
hierarchical worldview are now drawn into carnivalistic contacts and combinations in 
Bakhtin’s view (The Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics 123). Carnival is the force that 
“brings together, unifies, weds, and combines the sacred with the profane, the lofty with the 
low, the great with the insignificant, the wise with the stupid” (The Problems of Dostoevsky’s 
Poetics 123). This is prominent in A Long Way Down as well. The four main characters 
differ from each other in many ways as they come from different social classes, are of 
different age, and represent different political views just to name a few of the differences. 
The protagonists are aware of this, too and as Martin states that “Because we have nothing 
in common” (A Long Way Down 174). A good example of the dissimilarity felt by the 
characters is described by JJ:  
So it was real shocking to discover that Maureen, Jess and Martin Sharp were 
about to take the Vincent Van Gogh route out of this world. (And yeah, thank 
you, I know Vincent Van Gogh didn’t jump off the top of a North London 
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apartment building.) A middle-aged woman who looked like someone’s 
cleaning lady, a shrieking adolescent lunatic and a talk-show host with an 
orange face... It didn’t add up. Suicide wasn’t invented for people like this. It 
was invented for people like Virginia Woolf and Nick Drake. And me. Suicide 
was supposed to be cool. (A Long Way Down 25) 
As Charles Platter explains, the elimination of hierarchy, which also can be seen in A Long 
Way Down, is also a removal of physical distance between individuals of different status, 
wealth, or occupation and their relocation into the same place on a democratic basis 
(Aristophanes 12). He continues by stating that this in turn implies the dissolution of spiritual 
hierarchies and a restoration of the body to a place of equal standing with the soul within the 
individuals (Aristophanes 12). However, this is not immediately felt by the characters in A 
Long Way Down. JJ is the last one to arrive at the rooftop and he describes their situation as 
follows: 
And suddenly there I was with three potential suicides munching the pizzas I 
was supposed to deliver and staring at me. They were apparently expecting 
some kind of Gettysburg address about why their damaged and pointless lives 
were worth living. It was ironic, really, seeing as I didn’t give a fuck whether 
they jumped or not. I didn’t know them from Adam, and none of them looked 
like they were going to add much to the sum of human achievement. (A Long 
Way Down 25) 
According to Charles Platter, many of the effects are closely related “to the physicality of 
the body and the multiple, opposed processes that comprise it: ingestion and excretion, 
growth and decay, birth and death” (Aristophanes 12). Platter states that these newly formed 
relations and close proximity always create a new perspective for viewing life (13). These 
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new rapports build with unexpected people and the new perspectives gained are important 
to the carnival. In Rabelais and His World Bakhtin explains how during a carnival people 
entered “the utopian realm of community, freedom, equality, and abundance” (Rabelais and 
His World 9. This can be seen in A Long Way Down, too. As Jess states in the novel:  
Because that’s what the four of us had done – crossed a line. I don’t mean we’d 
done anything bad. I just mean that something had happened to us which 
separated us from lots of other people. We had nothing in common apart from 
where we’d ended up, on that square of concrete high up in the air, and that 
was the biggest thing you could possibly have in common with anyone. (A 
Long Way Down 64) 
           The characters overcome these apparent differences and form a close-knit group as 
the story evolves. The characters also note, on repeated occasions, how they have begun to 
feel different after the formation of the group. In the novel Maureen describes her feelings 
as follows: 
But that night was different. I was in limbo, somewhere between living and 
dying, and it felt as if it didn’t matter what I did until I went back to the top of 
Toppers’ House again. And that was the first time I realized that I was on a 
sort of holiday from myself. (59) 
What is important here is the sense of being somewhere in between, a sense of being in a 
different position.  Later in the novel, JJ also comments on the notion of “being in a limbo” 
as follows: “It wasn’t today and it wasn’t tomorrow, and it wasn’t last year and it wasn’t 
next year, and anyway the whole roof-thing was an in-between kind of a limbo, seeing as we 
hadn’t yet made up our minds where our immortal souls were headed” (A Long Way  Down 
45). The characters, thus, experience this side of the carnival, too. They realize, in the course 
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of events, that they are experiencing something unusual, which is a crucial part of Bakhtin’s 
carnival. Bakhtin states that carnival is a second life to its participants and that they enter a 
different reality for a time during a carnival (Rabelais and His World 9). What is important 
here, is the fact that in Hornby’s A Long Way Down the characters realize they are acting in 
a complete different manner than usual. As JJ describes the situation: “We were living 
outside the law, and we could lie through our teeth any time we wanted, and I wasn’t sure 
why we shouldn’t” (A Long Way Down 26).  Before that JJ recounts a conversation and 
comments on it: 
‘There’s no point in anything, though, is there? Jess said. ‘That’s why we’re 
up here.’ See, now this was a pretty interesting philosophical argument. Jess 
was saying that as long as we were on the rooftop, we were all anarchists. No 
agreements were binding, no rules applied.” (A Long Way Down 26) 
All carnivals have a centre, a place where the carnival starts as it has a special role in the 
carnival. It could be argued that in A Long Way Down the rooftop of Topper’s House 
functions as the marketplace of their carnival, the centre of their carnival. According to 
Bakhtin, the marketplace was, in the medieval times, a place where 
[a] special form of free and familiar contact reigned among people who were 
usually divided by the barriers of caste, property, profession, and age. The 
hierarchical background and the extreme corporative and caste divisions of the 
medieval social order were exceptionally strong. Therefore such free, familiar 
contacts were deeply felt and formed an essential element of the carnival spirit. 
People were, so to speak, reborn for new, purely human relations. (Rabelais 
and His World 10) 
44 
 
Bakhtin continues to emphasize that this type of free and frank discussion would not be 
possible in everyday life and this is what led to the creation of the special marketplace speech 
(Rabelais and His World 10). According to Bakhtin, everything that was excluded from the 
sphere of official speech because it broke its norms was transferred to the familiar sphere of 
the marketplace. It was in the carnival atmosphere that they acquired the nature of laughter 
and became ambivalent, as the familiar language of the marketplace became a reservoir in 
which different speech patterns excluded from official intercourse could freely accumulate 
(Rabelais and His World 17). 
          For the four main characters in A Long Way Down, the rooftop functions as an agora 
– a public open space where people can assemble or, more specifically, an assembly for 
discussion or decision (Oxford English Dictionary). It is their marketplace, a place of free 
and frank discussion:  
But I knew what the two of them were doing up there the moment I got to the 
roof. You didn’t have to be like a genius to work that out. So when he was 
sitting on me I went, So how come you two are allowed to kill yourselves and 
I’m not? And he goes, You’re too young. We’ve fucked our lives up. You 
haven’t, yet. And I said, How do you know that? And he goes, No one’s fucked 
their lives up at your age. And I was like, What if I’ve murdered ten people? 
Including my parents and, I don’t know, my baby twins? And he went, Well 
have you? And I said, Yeah, I have. (Even though I hadn’t. I just wanted to see 
what he’d say.) And he went, Well, if you’re up here, you’ve got away with it, 
haven’t you? I’d get on a plane to Brazil if I were you. And I said, What if I 
want to pay for what I’ve done with my life? And he said, Shut up. (A Long 
Way Down 17-18) 
45 
 
Carnival celebrates, according to Bakhtin, a temporary liberation from all prohibitions 
(Rabelais and His World 10), which is how the characters in A Long Way Down experience 
it, too. According to Platter, the suspension of the laws and prohibitions that structure life 
outside the carnival time lead to the production of completely different and unique events 
(Aristophanes 10). In A Long Way Down it is this particular feeling that leads the four main 
characters to form a group and postpone their suicides.  
               In addition to these carnevalistic features, Bakhtin states that carnival was the true 
feast of time, the feast of becoming, change, and renewal (Rabelais and His World 10). The 
carnival and the new acceptance of the surroundings always change the person involved in 
it or lead to the rebirth of a human being (Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination 115). As noted 
above, during a carnival people form new relations with other people, whom they would not 
normally interact with and, moreover, these contacts are distinct in their nature, even life 
changing. A good example of this comes from a passage told by JJ: 
New Year’s Eve was a night for sentimental losers. It was my own stupid fault. 
Of course there’d be a low-rent crowd up there. I should have picked a classier 
date – like March 28th, when Virginia Woolf took her walk into the river, or 
Nick Drake November 25th .If anybody had been on the roof on either of those 
nights, the chances are they would have been like-minded souls, rather than 
hopeless fuck-ups who had somehow persuaded themselves that the end of the 
calendar year is in any way significant. (A Long Way Down 25) 
The same sense of dissimilarity can be detected throughout the novel, especially when the 
central characters first encounter each other. However, they rapidly realize that they have a 
strong connection between them that stretches beyond their apparent dissimilarities. As 
Martin states:  
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And there had been a sort of weird nervous excitement up on the roof; for a 
couple of hours we had been living in a sort of independent state, where street-
level laws no longer applied. Even though our problems had driven us there, it 
was as if they had somehow, like Daleks, been unable to climb the stairs. [...] 
Even though we had nothing in common beyond that one thing, the one thing 
was enough to make us feel that there wasn’t anything else – not money, or 
class, or education, or age, or cultural interests– that was worth a damn; we’d 
formed a nation, suddenly, in that couple of hours, and for the time being we 
wanted only to be with our new compatriots. (A Long Way Down 44) 
The characters note that the four of them not only form a group but it is a nation of its own 
with their own rules and laws. While the carnival lasts, the restraints of every-day-life no 
longer apply as the carnival is only subjected to the laws of the carnival: the laws of 
carnival’s own freedom. (Rabelais and His World 7). 
      The central characters undergo a series of carnivalesque transformations, and after the 
carnivalesque period they are not the same. Moreover, the carnival itself changes as well. 
Instead of being a carnival of death, it transforms into something else. The carnival becomes 
a means for survival for the characters. They all need the carnival, a nation of their own, in 
order to survive. As the characters in A Long Way Down  describe the situation: “Sometimes 
it’s moments like that, real complicated moments, absorbing moments, that make you realize 
that even hard times have things in them that make you feel alive” (A Long Way Down 299). 
There are several similar mentions as to their dissimilarities and the formation of their group 
or, more precisely, them being a group. As Martin states in the novel: “And that precise 
moment of acceptance, we three became four” (A Long Way Down 19). JJ also comments 
on this by stating that “I hadn’t felt like I was in this gang either, until that moment. And 
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now I belonged to the gang that Martin didn’t like much, and I felt real committed to it” (A 
Long Way Down 82). The characters realise that they have formed a group, as Jess states: 
He wasn’t Ringo, though. He was more like Paul. Maureen was Ringo, except 
she wasn’t very funny. I was George, except I wasn’t shy, or spiritual. Martin 
was John, except he wasn’t talented or cool. Thinking about it, maybe we were 
more like another group with four people in it. (A Long Way Down 27) 
There are several mentions of similar kind where the characters make cultural references. 
Jess compares the four of them to a group and, more specifically, one of the most famous 
groups in popular culture: The Beatles.  
          In addition, Jess makes another comparison between their own group and The Beatles 
later in the novel (A Long Way Down 159). The Beatles is commonly known as a good 
example of a group of opposites. According to Moskowitz, 
What distinguished the Beatles from other groups is that they were able 
artfully to blend their different personalities and talents into a musical-
psychological whole. In seamlessly merging their four separate parts into one, 
they formed a near-perfect gestalt, a unity of opposites, as pleasing to the 
senses as their music. (“The Space Between Us All: A Developmental Study 
of the Beatles”) 
When Jess in comparing their group to the Beatles in A Long Way Down, it could be seen as 
her acknowledgement of their apparent differences but also as her seeing them as something 
unique and possibly revolutionary, much like the Beatles were in their own right. Later in 
the novel, Jess states that: 
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[…] and it’s hard to see how you can keep a relationship going when you’re 
so different, and one of you is in a bag. OK, we hadn’t even been going for 
seven weeks, but we were different in the first place, whereas John and Paul 
liked the same music and went to the same schools and so on. We didn’t have 
any of that going on. We weren’t even from the same country. So in a way, it’s 
no wonder that our seven years got condensed into about three weeks. (A Long 
Way Down 159) 
Also JJ sees them as a group of their own, as he remarks that: “Now, see, Chas couldn’t 
know, but that wasn’t such a good line of argument to use with any of our crowd, the 
Toppers’ House Four. We were the Kings and Queens of Shambles” (57). Moreover, JJ states 
that he sees the three new friends as his new band: “I want to tell you about my old band – I 
guess because I’d started to think about these guys as my new one” (A Long Way Down 54). 
That confirms what Bakhtin states in Rabelais and His World, namely that when people are 
liberated from the prevailing norms and hierarchies by the carnival, it creates a special 
collectivity:  “a group of people initiated in familiar intercourse, who are frank and free in 
expressing themselves verbally” (Rabelais and His World 188). This element is also present 
in A Long Way Down. As Martin states in the beginning of the novel: 
I had hardly exchanged a word with Maureen, and I didn’t even know her 
surname; but she understood more about me; but she understood more about 
me than my wife had done in the last five years of our marriage. (A Long Way 
Down 44) 
               To conclude, it can be stated that the characters sense their strong dissimilarities 
but also acknowledge that they have a special bond between them that they have not 
experienced before with anyone else. As Krystyna Pomorska remarks in the foreword to 
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Rabelais and His World, an important element of the carnival is the unmasking and 
disclosing of the unvarnished truth under the veil of false claims and arbitrary ranks (x). Here 
the spirit of the carnival prevails. According to Bakhtin, carnival is a way of sensing the 
world as one great communal performance. This section will be concluded by Bakhtin’s 
definition of the carnival spirit: 
This sense of the world, liberating one from fear, bringing the world maximally 
close to a person and bringing one person maximally close to another 
(everything is drawn into the zone of free familiar contact), with its joy at 
change and its joyful relativity, is opposed to that one-sided and gloomy 
official seriousness which is dogmatic and hostile to evolution and change, 
which seeks to absolutize a given condition of existence or a given social order. 
From precisely that sort of seriousness did the carnival sense of the world 
liberate man. (Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics 160) 
 
3.2. The Carnival Laughter and the Grotesque 
Another important element of a carnival is laughter, and more precisely, the carnival 
laughter, as this “festive laughter” differs from “normal” laughter. Festive laughter is, 
according to Bakhtin, the “laughter of all the people [...] it is universal in scope; it is directed 
at all and everyone, including the carnival’s participants” (Rabelais and His World 11).  
Carnival laughter, as Bakhtin states, expresses the viewpoint of the world as a whole: he who 
laughs, belongs to it (Rabelais and His World 12).  Carnival is the second life of the people 
and it is organized solely on the basis of laughter (Rabelais and His World 8). In The Spirit 
of Carnival Danow states that the carnivalesque laughter is always collective at core (37). 
More importantly, it does not belong to a single person but to all of the world’s inhabitants 
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as “it is rendered not in response to what is funny but in answer to what might otherwise 
(without its healing power) be frightening” (Danow 37). 
          The characters of A Long Way Down laugh at solemn topics throughout the novel. One 
example of this comes from a passage told by JJ: 
Some dead people, people who were too sensitive to live: Sylvia Plath, Van 
Gogh, Virginia Woolf, Jackson Pollock, Primo Levi, Kurt Cobain, of course. 
Some alive people: George W. Bush, Arnold Schwarzenegger, Osama Bin 
Laden. Put a cross next to the people you might want to have a drink with, and 
then see whether they’re on the dead side or the alive side. And, yeah, you 
could point out that I have stacked the deck, that there are a couple of people 
missing from my ‘alive’ list who might fuck up my argument, a few poets and 
musicians and so on. And you could also point out that Stalin and Hitler 
weren’t so great, and they’re no longer with us. But indulge me anyway: you 
know what I’m talking about. Sensitive people find it harder to stick around. 
(A Long Way Down 24) 
JJ is comparing their situation to contemporary individuals and notably also to several 
famous people who have committed suicide. Here JJ mocks heads of state and other 
prominent characters of society. This could be seen as an example of decrowning or 
carnevalistic mock, which is an essential part of a Bakhtinian carnival and the carnivals of 
Renaissance (Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics 124-125). According to Bakhtin, “under this 
ritual act of decrowning a king lies the very core of the carnival sense of the world— the 
pathos of shifts and changes, of death and renewal. Carnival is the festival of all-annihilating 
and all-renewing time” (Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics 124-125). The decrowning is a 
significant part of the rest of the carnival as it affirms the free and familiar relations with the 
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participants (Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics 125). This may also be seen as 
another carnivalistic element: profanation. Here it is used in the sense of playing with the 
symbols of higher authority and degrading their status. (Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s 
Poetics 125). Another example of this in A Long Way Down is when at a late stage of the 
novel Jess explains why she has not killed herself: 
And then he told me that people who were brain-dead, like George Bush and 
Tony Blair, and the people who judge Pop Idol, never offered themselves to 
the gods of Life and Death at all, and therefore could never prove that they had 
the right to live, and we shouldn’t obey their laws or recognize their decisions 
(like Pop Idol judges). So we don’t have to bomb countries if they tell us to, 
and they say that Fat Michelle or whoever has won Pop Idol, we don’t have to 
listen to them. We can just say, No she didn’t. (A Long Way Down 244) 
In another part of the novel, when Martin is having a discussion with Jess’s father, a 
politician, he refers him to as one of “Blair’s robots” (A Long Way Down 104). Tony Blair 
is again referred to later in the novel when Jess is talking about famous people: “But all sorts 
of people seem to be famous even though they have no fans. Tony Blair is a good example” 
(A Long Way Down 65). These are all examples of degrading the status of a person of higher 
authority. 
           Another prominent function of the carnival laughter is to see life in a different 
manner. In A Long Way Down the main characters form a carnivalesque bond through 
laughter, i.e. through the very notion of laughing at life. David K. Danow emphasizes that 
even though Bakhtin wrote his theories about a very different time, the formula remains the 
same: “one cures fear by laughter” (39). The characters in the novel choose to see life from 
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a different perspective after meeting each other. A good example of this comes from the 
beginning of the novel, when the characters meet on the rooftop: 
I laughed but she didn’t. “Come on. That wasn’t a bad gag. In the 
circumstances” “I Suppose I’m not in the mood, Mr Sharp.” I don’t think she 
was trying to be funny, but what she said made me laugh even more. [...] I 
turned around and lowered myself back on to the ledge. But I couldn’t 
concentrate. The moment had gone. You’re probably thinking, How much 
concentration does a man need to throw himself off the top of a high building? 
Well, you’d be surprised. (A Long Way Down 14) 
Another example of seeing life from the perspective of laughter is when Martin has to 
explain to his girlfriend what happened on New Year’s Eve: “’Why were you going to jump 
off the top of a tower-block?’ ‘It was purely whimsical.’ ‘I’m sure you must have had a 
reason.’ ‘I did. I was joking’” (A Long Way Down 97). This almost parody-like manner of 
writing and discussing solemn topics in a comical way is very typical of Nick Hornby (“Nick 
Hornby”). Bakhtin states that for the medieval parodist everything was comical without 
exception. According to Bakhtin it is the world’s second truth that can be “extended to 
everything and from which nothing is taken away” (Rabelais and His World 84). The world 
in play and laughter is revealed through the carnival laughter and this can be seen in A Long 
Way Down as well. A good example of this is when JJ is talking about the reasons behind 
his plan to commit suicide with his friend: 
‘Yeah. I knew you wanted to kill yourself. But I didn’t know you felt so bad 
that you wanted to patch things up with Lizzie and the band. That’s this whole 
different level of misery, way beyond suicide.’ […] And what I owned up to 
53 
 
was this: I had wanted to kill myself not because I hated living, but because I 
loved it. (A Long Way Down 230) 
            At a late stage of the novel, Jess is also talking about her reasons for wanting to end 
her life. She mentions that wanting to kill herself was “all just for a laugh” and “if I’d jumped 
it would have been for a laugh, too” (A Long Way Down 226). Another example of this is 
how Maureen compares ending her life to selling a car: 
What’s food for? It’s fuel, isn’t it? It keeps you going. And I didn’t really want 
to be kept going. Jumping off Toppers’ House with a full stomach would have 
seemed wasteful, like selling a car with a full tank of petrol. (A Long Way 
Down 75) 
What this means is that seeing the world and life in a laughing aspect is an important part of 
A Long Way Down. In the manner of viewing life together with the grotesque elements, 
together with images of the grotesque body, become very apparent in many discussions in 
the novel: 
‘It’s all part of life, isn’t it?’ ‘People always say that about unpleasant things. 
“Oh, this film shows someone getting his eyes pulled out with a corkscrew. 
But it’s all part of life.” I’ll tell you what else is all part of life: going for a crap. 
No one ever wants to see that, do they? No one ever puts that in a film. Let’s 
go and watch people taking a dump this evening.’ ‘Who’d let us?’ said Jess. 
‘People lock the door.’ ‘But you’d watch if they didn’t.’ ‘But if they didn’t, it 
would be more a part of life, wouldn’t it? So, yes, I would.’ (A Long Way Down 
252) 
             An important part of the carnival is the grotesque, as already mentioned above, and 
it is closely related to the carnival laughter. In Rabelais and His World Bakhtin writes about 
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the grotesque body and grotesque imagery, and death could be seen as one of these. He 
comments by stating that the grotesque image reflects “a phenomenon in transformation, an 
as yet unfinished metamorphosis, of death and birth, growth and becoming” (Rabelais and 
His World 24). He continues by claiming that “for in this image we find both poles of 
transformation, the old and the new, the dying and the procreating, the beginning and the 
end of metamorphosis” (Rabelais and His World 24). In Bakhtin’s view the purpose of such 
grotesque images is to present a contradictory and double-faced fullness of life (Rabelais 
and His World 62). He states that “negation and destruction (death of the old) are included 
as an essential phase, inseparable from affirmation, from the birth of something new and 
better” (Rabelais and His World 62).  
          This imagery prevails in A Long Way Down, and the both sides of it are experienced 
by the characters. From being something menacing, death alters and becomes less 
threatening. This becomes apparent, for example, in the way the characters talk about death 
after they meet each other. For example, Martin asks JJ if “you still might throw yourself 
off?” (175). Another discussion Martin has in the novel goes as follows: 
’Is it true that you tried to kill yourself?’ asked one particularly unattractive 
woman in a beige mac. I gestured at myself, in order to draw their attention to 
my superb physical condition. ‘Well, if I did, I clearly made quite a mess of 
it’, I said”. (A Long Way Down 101) 
Martin continues by commenting their suicide pact by saying: “It wasn’t a suicide pact. It 
was a drinks party. Two entirely different things” (A Long Way Down 101). It is clear that 
while taking their own situations seriously, they do not fear death but rather play with the 
idea of suicide and death. In Bakhtin’s view, when seeing these both sides of the grotesque 
imagery, which has an essential role in the carnival, it is victorious as a principle as the final 
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result is always abundance and increase (Rabelais and His World 62). It could also be argued 
that it is the grotesque that enables the characters to descend the rooftop of Topper's House. 
The grotesque helps the four main characters to vision their lives and the whole world in a 
different manner – and this is only possible during a carnival. Noteworthy is also the name 
of the building which is grotesque itself: the characters go up the building’s roof in order to 
“top themselves” and use the verb themselves too: ”And we could say that we still haven’t 
decided whether we’re going to actually top ourselves – they’d like that” (A Long Way Down 
121). 
         Another essential side to the grotesque is grotesque language. According to Bakhtin, 
all the different speech genres and speech patterns were filled with the carnival spirit during 
the carnival and, thus, transformed their primitive verbal functions and “acquired a general 
tone of laughter, and became, as it were, so many sparks of the carnival bonfire which renews 
the world” (Rabelais and His World 17). Bakhtin also explains the function of abuses in the 
carnival: 
These abuses were ambivalent: while humiliating and mortifying they at the 
same time revived and renewed. It was precisely this ambivalent abuse which 
determined the genre of speech in carnival intercourse. But its meaning 
underwent essential transformation; it lost its magic and its specific practical 
direction and acquired an intrinsic, universal character and depth. (Rabelais 
and His World 17) 
This in turn led to the creation of the free carnival atmosphere (Rabelais and His World 17). 
Both abusive and profane language can be seen throughout Hornby’s A Long Way Down. A 
good example of it is the constant swearing of the characters: 
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‘Oh, fucking hell,’ said Martin quietly. Now, ‘Oh, fucking hell’ can mean a lot 
of different things, as you know, but there was no ambiguity here; we all 
understood. What Martin meant by ‘Oh, fucking hell’ in this context, if I can 
explain an obscenity with an obscenity, is that he was fucked. Because what 
kind of asshole was going to say to Maureen, you know, ‘Yeah, well, it’s the 
thought that counts. Hope that’s enough for you.’ (A Long Way Down 152-
153) 
When the four central characters give an interview on television, the abusive language is 
very prominent, too. Even when appearing on national television the characters are still very 
much living within their own carnival and obeying the rules of the carnival: 
‘Fuck off. No one’s watching. You said.’ ‘That was just one of my old pro’s 
tricks.’ ’We’ll be in trouble now, then. Because I just said “Fuck off”. You’ll 
get loads of complaints for that. ’I think that our viewers are sophisticated 
enough to know that extreme experiences sometimes produce extreme 
language. ’Good. Fuckofffuckofffuckoff.’ She made her apologetic wave at 
Maureen, and then into the camera, at the outraged people of Britain. (A Long 
Way Down 142) 
           In Rabelais and His World Bakhtin states that the grotesque body is of great 
importance and, as stated above, according to Bakhtin, the abusive language is essential to 
the understanding of grotesque literature (Rabelais and His World 27). These elements are 
also crucial to all carnivals and had an important role in Rabelais’ novel (Rabelais and His 
World 28). A Long Way Down includes several occasions when the characters talk about 
vomiting or being sick (A Long Way Down 74) and going to the toilet (A Long Way Down 
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116). Another example of this is when Maureen talks about her situation with her disabled 
son: 
None of these people would have wanted my life. I doubted whether they’d 
understand how I’d put up with it for as long as I had. It’s always the toilet bit 
that upsets people. Whenever I’ve had to moan before – when I need another 
prescription for my anti-depressants, for example – I always mention the toilet 
bit, the cleaning up that needs doing most days. It’s funny, because it’s the bit 
I’ve got used to. I can’t get used to the idea that my life is finished, pointless, 
too hard, completely without hope or colour; but the mopping up doesn’t really 
worry me any more. That’s always what gets the doctor reaching for his pen, 
though. (A Long Way Down 29) 
This portrays Maureen’s overall situation aptly and serves as a good example of her life in 
addition to the grotesque elements.  In addition to these grotesque images, there are also 
references to genitals: 
‘OK. Anyway. So which is the one where you say something is something, like 
“You’re a prick” even if you’re not actually a prick. As in penis. Obviously.’ 
Maureen looked close to tears. ‘Oh, for God’s sake, Jess,’ I said. ‘Sorry.Sorry. 
I didn’t know we had the same swearing rules if it was only for discussion 
about grammar and that.’ (A Long Way Down 122) 
According to Bakhtin, essential to the grotesque imagery is the material bodily lower 
stratum. The “thrust downward into the bowels of the earth, into the depths of the human 
body” is a key element in Rabelais’ entire world from beginning to end (Rabelais and His 
World 370). He continues to state that this particular movement downward prevails in all his 
images (Rabelais and His World 370). What is important here is that this very same 
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downward movement is also inherent in all forms of popular-festive merriment and 
grotesque realism. Bakhtin states: 
Down, inside out, vice versa, upside down, such is the direction of all these 
movements. All of them thrust down, turn over, push headfirst, transfer top to 
bottom, and bottom to top, both in the literal sense of space, and in the 
metaphorical meaning of the image. (Rabelais and His World  370) 
      Another example of the grotesque body in A Long Way Down comes early in the novel 
when Martin says he has “pissed his life away” and continues by stating that “OK, not 
literally literally. I hadn’t, you know, turned my life into urine and stored it in my bladder 
and so on and so forth.” (A Long Way Down 9; emphasis original) What makes this important 
for my analysis is the fact that this downward movement is also expressed in curses and 
abuses. According to Bakhtin the elements mentioned above as well as curses and abuses 
dig a grave, but it is a bodily, creative grave (Rabelais and His World 370). They each have 
an important role in the Bakhtinian carnival and the carnival in A Long Way Down would 
not be complete without this imagery. To take the idea of the downward movement further, 
it could be seen as the prime mover of the whole novel. The central characters plan to jump 
down to death, kill themselves by jumping off the roof. This particular instance of the 
downward movement is what unites the characters and, in the end, transfers the characters 
from “top to bottom”.  
             In conclusion, A Long Way Down is a good example of a contemporary novel with 
grotesque elements in it. The grotesque language, body, and images are very much present 
in the novel, as I have shown. In A Long Way Down the grotesque serves as the force which 
binds the central characters together and enables their eventual metamorphosis. Bakhtin 
explains that it is the grotesque that liberates humans from all the forms of inhuman necessity 
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that direct the prevailing concept of the world. This concept is then uncrowned by the 
grotesque and reduced to the relative and the limited (Rabelais and His World 49). He adds 
that the principle of laughter and the carnival spirit on which grotesque is based destroys this 
prevailing limited seriousness and all pretence of an extratemporal meaning and 
unconditional value of necessity (Rabelais and His World 49). This can also be seen in the 
novel, as I have shown in this chapter. The grotesque is a crucial element of all carnivals and 
the carnival in A Long Way Down would not be complete without these features. Next, I will 
present my analysis on polyphony and dialogism. 
 
3.3. A Polyphonic Dialogue  
In addition to being a carnevalistic novel with grotesque elements, A Long Way Down could 
also be read as a polyphonic novel. The four protagonists of A Long Way Down take turns 
in telling the story and each one of them has a unique voice. The protagonists comment on 
the endeavours and often have different views when it comes to the course of events in the 
novel. Thus, the novel could almost be seen as a dialogue between the characters and the 
reader. Central to the idea of polyphony is, as noted above, the independency of the voice of 
the character (Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoyevsky’s Poetics 7). Bakhtin comments that what 
unfolds in Dostoevsky’s writing is “not a multitude of characters and fates in a single 
objective world, illuminated by a single authorial consciousness; rather a plurality of 
consciousnesses with equal rights and each with his own world, combine but are not merged 
in the unity of the event” (Problems of Dostoyevsky’s Poetics 6). 
           This feature plays a key role in A Long Way Down, too, as all the protagonists have 
their unique voices. In addition, while taking turns in telling the story, the four main 
characters in Hornby’s novel frequently talk to the reader. Out of the four central characters, 
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Jess is the one who does it more than the others. However, this can be depicted throughout 
A Long Way Down. For example, when JJ is talking about his band, he approaches the reader 
as follows: “I wish you’d come to one of our shows, because then you’d know that I’m not 
bullshitting you, but you’ll have to take my word for it” (A Long Way Down 54). The story 
is told in a very personal manner as the reader is frequently acknowledged. A good example 
of this comes from a passage told by Jess: 
I don’t know you. The only thing I know about you is, you’re reading this. I 
don’t know whether you’re happy or not; I don’t know whether you’re young 
or not. I sort of hope you’re young and sad. If you’re old and happy, I can 
imagine that you’ll maybe smile to yourself when you hear me going, He broke 
my heart. You’ll remember someone who broke your heart, and you’ll think to 
yourself, Oh, yes, I can remember how that feels. But you can’t, you smug old 
git. (34) 
This could, in fact, be seen as involving the reader in the carnival, seeing the reader as a 
participant in their carnival.  Bakhtin’s view is that everything which is said and expressed, 
is then located outside the “soul” of the speaker and, thus, ceases to only belong to him. He 
continues by stating that the word cannot be assigned to a single speaker and that “the author 
(speaker) has his own inalienable right to the word, but the listener also has his rights, and 
those whose voices are heard in the word before the author comes upon it also have their 
rights” (Speech Genres and Other Late Essays 122). In A Long Way Down, there are 
numerous instances where to main characters address, or more precisely approach the reader. 
A good example comes from a passage told by Jess: 
Oh you’ll remember feeling sort of pleasantly sad. You might remember 
listening to music and eating chocolates in your room, or walking along the 
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embankment on your own, wrapped up in a winter coat and feeling lonely and 
brave. But can you remember how with every mouthful of food it felt like you 
were biting into your own stomach? Can you remember the taste of red wine 
as it came back up and into the toilet bowl? Can you remember dreaming every 
night that you were still together, that he was talking to you gently and touching 
you, so that every morning when you woke up you had to go through it all over 
again? (A Long Way Down 34) 
         In Bakhtin’s view, the understanding of utterances and dialogic relations amongst them 
always has a dialogic nature and, thus, the person who understands becomes a participant in 
the dialogue (Speech Genres and Other Late Essays 125-126). Bakhtin sees the person then 
becoming the third party in the dialogue (Speech Genres and Other Late Essays 126). When 
the characters in A Long Way Down first talk to the reader, the tone is often confrontational, 
dismissive or taunting: “Can you remember carving his initials in your arm with a kitchen 
knife? Can you remember standing too close to the edge of an Underground platform? No? 
Well, fucking shut up then. Stick your smile up your saggy old arse” (A Long Way Down 
34). Another example of this is told by Martin: 
I know what you are thinking, all you clever-clever people who read the 
Guardian and shop in Waterstone’s and would no more think of watching 
breakfast television than you would of buying your children cigarettes. You’re 
thinking, Oh, this guy wasn’t serious. He wanted a tabloid photographer to 
capture his quote unquote cry for help so that he could sign a “My Suicide 
Hell” exclusive for the Sun. ‘SHARP TAKES THE SLEAZY WAY OUT’. 
And I can understand why you might be thinking that, my friends. I climb a 
stairwell, have a couple of nips of Scotch from a hip-flask while dangling my 
feet over the edge, then when some dippy girl asks me to help her find her ex-
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boyfriend at some party, I shrug and wander off with her. And how suicidal is 
that? (A Long Way Down 43) 
Nonetheless, the tone alters in the course of the events of the novel and the reader is seen as 
a participant in the events, in the carnival. The reader becomes more approachable and 
amicable. Maureen talks to the reader as follows: 
I don’t know which part of the story to tell you about next. There’s another 
coincidence involved, so I don’t know whether to put it here, in the 
coincidences section or later on, after I’ve told you about the quiz. Maybe if I 
separate the coincidences out, push them further apart, you might believe them 
more. (A Long Way Down 238) 
         Polyphony, however, does not automatically mean unison. In A Long Way Down the 
protagonists also contradict one another on many occasions during the novel. As the four 
main characters take turns in telling the story, their depictions often disagree with each other 
and they often see things in different fashion. For example, first Jess tells her view of her 
first encounter with Martin, which is in the novel followed by Martin’s view: 
My first thought, after I’d brought Jess crashing to the ground, was that I didn’t 
want Maureen sneaking off on her own. It was nothing to do with trying to 
save her life; it would simply have pissed me off if she’d taken advantage of 
my distraction and jumped. Oh, none of it makes much sense; two minutes 
before, I’d been practically ushering her over. But I didn’t see why Jess should 
be my responsibility and not hers, and I didn’t see why she should be the one 
to use the ladder when I’d carted it all the way up there. So my motives were 




And this, in fact, is the main element of polyphony. As Bakhtin explains, the essence of 
polyphony lies “precisely in the fact that the voices remain independent and, as such, are 
combined in a unity of a higher order than in homophony” (Problems of Dostoevsky’s 
Poetics 21). A polyphonic novel is a combination of many wills and it is polyphony itself 
that functions as a will to combine many wills (Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics 21). 
Bakhtin states that “If one is to talk about individual will, then it is precisely in polyphony 
that a combination of several individual wills takes place, that the boundaries of the 
individual will can be in principle exceeded” (Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics 21).  
            Each central character in Hornby’s novel has an own, clear will, and it becomes 
apparent when the characters are describing different situations. For example, when the four 
characters travel to Spain together, they have different views on the success of their holiday. 
Jess begins her side of the story by stating: “I don’t think everything the next day was my 
fault. I take some of the blame, but when things go wrong, you just make them worse if you 
overreact, don’t you? And I think some people overreacted.” (A Long Way Down 159), 
whereas JJ retells the story in a different manner (A Long Way Down 161-166). After that, 
Maureen tells her side of the story and says “I was getting used to the idea that once or twice 
a day, something would happen that I wouldn’t understand.” (A Long Way Down 166). She 
also comments on Martin checking out of their hotel by stating that “I didn’t care that Martin 
had checked out of the hotel” (A Long Way Down 167). Martin, on the other hand, sees the 
situation as follows: 
So in some ways it was a mistake, checking out of the hotel and going off on 
my own, because even though Jess irritated the hell out of me, and Maureen 
depressed me, they occupied a part of me that should never be left untenanted 
and unfurnished. It wasn’t just that, either: they also made me feel relatively 
accomplished. I’d done things, there was a possibility that I might do other 
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things. They’d done nothing at all, and it was not difficult to imagine that they 
would continue to do nothing at all, and they made me look and feel like a 
world leader who runs a multinational company in the evenings and a scout 
troop in the evenings. (A Long Way Down 169) 
All things considered, it can be stated that all of the four central characters of A Long Way 
Down have their own, separate wills and independent, clear voices. However, when 
combined, they work together towards the same aim. 
          Noteworthy here is the fact, as Michael Macovski suggests, on polyphony is not an 
attribute to be applied to all novels and that in order to truly be a polyphonic work, it must 
be created in a different way from a monologic work (260). Macovski claims that if this is 
not the case, then instead of a true dialogue, the author will produce only a created image of 
a dialogue, which, in turn, is something different. Determining whether A Long Way Down 
could be read as a polyphonic novel is not a straightforward task. Macovski presents a 
solution, as he summarizes the definition of a true dialogue as follows:  
The difference between a true dialogue O and a finalized image O of a dialogue 
O is analogous to that between the creation of free characters and the creation 
of characters destined, planned, and forced to assert human freedom. To create 
characters who are free, the author must renounce his or her “essential 
surplus”: the author must not know more about the character than the character 
knows about himself or herself. Above all, the author must not know the 
characters’ destiny in advance. He or she must not have preplanned what they 
will say in crucial situations that test their identity and their fundamental 
convictions. The polyphonic author imagines a character as an integral point 
of view on the world, as a voice with its own special registers, and then the 
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author places the character in situations that will provoke the character to 
outgrow himself or herself in ways the author cannot foresee in advance. (260) 
It could be argued that Hornby allows his characters to grow and also outgrow themselves. 
The situation the characters of A Long Way Down could possibly be interpreted as their 
possibility to outgrow themselves. The change happens when they decide not to kill 
themselves. The four central characters are reborn or at least renewed: 
We met in the pub opposite Topper’s House for our Ninetieth Day party. The 
idea was to have a couple of drinks, go up on to the roof, have a little think 
about everything and then go off for a curry in the Indian Ocean on Holloway 
Road. I wasn’t sure about the curry part, but the others said they’d choose 
something that would agree with me. (A Long Way Down 252) 
Another example of their renewal comes from a discussion the characters have on 
Valentine’s Day on top of Topper’s House: 
‘Last time, you were going to get off the roof the quick way.’ I walked my 
fingers through the air and then plunged them downwards, as if they were 
jumping off the roof. ‘But tonight, it sounds as though you’ll be taking the long 
way down.’ ‘Oh. Yes. Well. I’ve come on a bit,’ she said. ‘In my head, I mean.’ 
           It could be argued that the central characters undergo a metamorphosis in A Long Way 
Down. The Oxford English Dictionary explains metamorphosis as a complete change in the 
appearance, circumstances, condition, or character of a person or a state of affairs. It can be 
argued that this is precisely what occurs in A Long Way Down. A good example of this comes 
from a passage told by JJ: 
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‘I mean, maybe we should celebrate anyway, you know?’ ‘Celebrate?’ said 
Martin, like I was nuts. ’Yeah. I mean, we’re alive, and, and…’ The list kind 
of ran out after that. But being alive seemed worth the price of a round of 
drinks. Being alive seemed worth celebrating. Unless, of course, it wasn’t what 
you wanted, in which case… Oh, fuck it. I wanted to drink anyway. If we 
couldn’t think of anything else, then me wanting a drink was worth celebrating. 
An ordinary human desire had emerged through the fog of depression and 
indecision. (A Long Way Down 177) 
The characters see a different side of life and, eventually, decide not to kill themselves. This 
can be seen as them finishing their own carnival, and, the metamorphosis. They come out to 
the other side as renewed and changed – precisely according to the rules of the carnival 
perfected by Bakhtin. He states that carnivals liberated the human consciousness and 
permitted a new outlook and in doing so implied no nihilism. On the contrary, it had a 
positive character as it “disclosed the abundant material principle, change and becoming, the 
irresistible triumph of the new immortal people” (A Long Way Down 274). I will concentrate 
on this element in closer detail in the next chapter.  
 
3.4. A Long Way Down – An Everyday Life Adventure 
According to Bakhtin, in the centre of the chronotope of the adventure novel of everyday 
life is metamorphosis, as it portrays an individual’s life at a moment of crisis and, as a result, 
transforms into something else than what he was (The Dialogic Imagination 115). Moments 
of crisis always lead to rebirth according to this chronotope (115). In this section I will 
provide a chronotopic reading of A Long Way Down by applying the chronotope of the 
adventure novel of everyday life to it. 
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           To begin with, the characters in A Long Way Down are all facing moments of crisis 
of various natures. As the former TV-presenter Martin states in the novel: “Wanting to kill 
myself was an appropriate and reasonable response to a whole series of unfortunate events 
that had rendered life unbelievable” (A Long Way Down 8).  Martin has gone to prison after 
having an affair with a fifteen-year-old girl and has, in his own words, “pissed [his] life 
away” (A Long Way Down 8). He describes his situation as follows: 
Two years ago Martin Sharp would not have found himself sitting on a tiny 
concrete ledge in the middle of the night, looking a hundred feet down at a 
concrete walkway and wondering whether he’d hear the noise that his bones 
made when they shattered into tiny pieces. But two years ago Martin Sharp 
was a different person. I still had my job. I still had a wife. I hadn’t slept with 
a fifteen-year-old. I hadn’t been to prison. I hadn’t had to talk to my young 
daughters about a front-page tabloid newspaper article, an article headlined 
with the word ‘SLEAZEBAG!’ and illustrated with a picture of me lying on 
the pavement outside a well-known London nightspot. (A Long Way Down 8) 
In other words, Martin has made a series of mistakes leading him to a “dead end” of sorts. 
He lost both his income and family. He has publicly been humiliated by the press and, thus, 
lost his possibilities for continuing his career in television. He comments on his situation as 
follows:” I hadn’t mislaid it all. I’d spent it. I’d spent my kids and my job and my wife on 
teenage girls and nightclubs: these things all come at a price, and I’d happily paid it, and 
suddenly my life wasn’t there anymore” (A Long Way Down 9).  The other male member of 
the group, JJ, is uneducated and his band, which was his only ambition in life, had played its 
final concert. The reason JJ left America and moved to London was his English girlfriend, 
who has now left him.   He is also the last one to arrive on the rooftop. He describes his 
situation and wish for wanting to end his life as follows: 
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It felt like I’d been walking down a tunnel that was getting narrower and 
narrower, and darker and darker, and had started to ship water, and I was all 
hunched up, and there was a wall of rock in front of me and the only tools I 
had were my fingernails. And maybe everyone feels that way, but that’s no 
reason to stick with it. Anyway, that New Year’s Eve, I’d gotten sick of it, 
finally. My fingernails were all worn away, and the tips of my fingers were 
shredded up. I couldn’t dig any more. With the band gone, the only room I had 
left for self-expression was in checking out of my unreal life: I was going to 
fly off that fucking roof like Superman. Except, of course, it didn’t work out 
like that. (A Long Way Down 24) 
JJ is, in his own view, the “intellectual” of the group and often battles with the idea of relating 
to the other members of the group. He also struggles with his unsuccessful music career and 
with the fact that he is now delivering pizzas in England. As he notes in the novel, in a rather 
grotesque manner: “Anyway, the point is, people jump to the conclusion that anyone driving 
around North London on a shitty little moped on New Year’s Eve for the minimum wage is 
clearly a loser […] Well, OK, we are losers by definition, because delivering pizzas is a job 
for losers. But we’re not all dumb assholes” (A Long Way Down 23).  
          With respect to the two female characters, they, too, have reached their breaking 
points. Maureen, who is the sole care taker of her disabled son, has been contemplating 
taking her own life for a long time:  
But I couldn’t wait any longer. I’d been thinking about it since May or June, 
and I was itching to tell him. Stupid, really. He doesn’t understand, I’m sure 
he doesn’t. They tell me to keep talking to him, but you can see that nothing 
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goes in. And what a thing to be itching about anyway! It just goes to show what 
I had to look forward to, doesn’t it? (A Long Way Down 4) 
Maureen’s life consists of going to church and spending days only with his son, with whom 
she has a contradictory relationship, as she states in the novel: “He’s ruined my life, but he 
was still my son, and I was never going to see him again, and I couldn’t even say goodbye 
properly” (A Long Way Down 11). In contrast, the youngest character, Jess, has made her 
decision perhaps more impulsively: “Before I got to the squat, I never had any intention of 
going on to the roof. Honestly, I’d forgotten about the whole Topper’s House thing until I 
started speaking to this guy” (A Long Way Down 11). She has decided to climb up the roof 
perhaps more spontaneously than the others, just because she has attended a failed New 
Year's Eve party and also because her turbulent relationship has finally ended. As Jess states 
in the novel: 
I shouldn’t have made the noise. That was my mistake. I mean, that was my 
mistake if the idea was to kill myself. I could have just walked, quickly and 
quietly and calmly, to the place where Martin had cut through the wire, climbed 
the ladder and then jumped. But I didn’t. I yelled something like, ‘Out of the 
way, losers!’ and made this Red Indian war-whoop noise, as if it were all a 
game – which it was, at that point, to me, anyway – and Martin rugby-tackled 
me before I got halfway there. And then he sort of kneeled on me and ground 
my face into that sort of gritty fake-Tarmac stuff they put on the tops of 
buildings. Then I really did want to be dead. (A Long Way Down 17) 
Jess, too, is experiencing a personal crisis in her own right. Thus, all the four main characters 
are at a turning point in their personal lives and that has lead them to contemplate suicide. 
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As stated above, the moments of crisis are essential the chronotope of adventure novel of 
everyday life.  
           According to Bakhtin, the adventure time leaves an irreducible mark on the man 
himself as well as on his entire life and that “it is, nevertheless, decidedly adventure-time: a 
time of exceptional and unusual events, events determined by chance, which, moreover, 
manifest themselves in fortuitous encounters” (The Dialogic Imagination 116). Bakhtin 
emphasizes that in the adventure type of portrayal the metamorphosis of a character becomes 
a vehicle for portraying and conceptualizing the individual fate (The Dialogic Imagination 
114). However, as Bakhtin states: 
[a] novel of this type does not, strictly speaking, unfold in biographical time. 
It depicts only the exceptional, utterly unusual moments of a man's life, 
moments that are very short compared to the whole length of a human life. But 
these moments shape the definitive image of the man, his essence, as well as 
the nature of his entire subsequent life. But the further course of that life, with 
its biographical pace, its activities and labors, stretches out after the rebirth and 
consequently already lies beyond the realm of the novel. (The Dialogic 
Imagination 116) 
This can be seen vividly in A Long Way Down. After meeting each other on Valentine’s Day 
the characters discuss their situation and Martin says “’Just… things are different. Things 
change. The exact arrangement of stuff that made you think your life was unbearable… It’s 
got shifted around somehow. It’s like sort of real-life version of astrology’” (A Long Way 
Down 184-185). The fact that, at the end of the novel, the characters are no longer willing to 
commit suicide and agree to postpone the decision for yet another six months, is significant. 
This can be interpreted as the metamorphosis of the characters and, in fact, as a form of 
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rebirth. As JJ states in the novel: “We were coming up to the end of our ninety days, and I 
guess Martin’s suicidologist guy knew what he was talking about. Things had changed. They 
hadn’t changed very quickly, and they hadn’t changed very dramatically, and maybe we 
hadn’t done much to make them change” (A Long Way Down 250). Change is a fundamental 
part of Bakhtin’s carnival and it also happens to the characters in A Long Way Down. 
According to Bakhtin, even the struggle of life and death in the individual body is conceived 
by grotesque imagery as the struggle of “the old life stubbornly resisting the new life about 
to be born as the crisis of change” (Rabelais and His World 50).  At the end of the novel, the 
characters ascend onto the rooftop of the Toppers’ House together and discuss suicide and 
whether they still want to commit it. Maureen describes her view as follows: 
[…] and even though it seemed dark when we were down on the street, up on 
the roof it felt as though there were some light left in the city. We leaned on 
the wall, right next to the place where Martin had cut through the wire, and 
looked south towards the river. ‘So’, said Jess. ‘Anyone up for going over?’ 
No one said anything, because it wasn’t a serious question anymore, so we just 
smiled. (A Long Way Down 254) 
          However, it has to be stated that there are some elements of the Bakhtinian view on 
the chronotope in question that do not apply to A Long Way Down. For example, as Morson 
and Emerson state, the adventure novel of everyday life usually covers the entire destiny of 
a person, not merely moments in time (386). In A Long Way Down the ending is left 
somewhat open, even though the reader is left with the outlook that the characters will not 
commit a suicide. Nevertheless, the entire story of the four main characters is not revealed 
for the reader. Noteworthy here is, however, as Morson and Emerson remark, that the entire 
life of the characters in the adventure novel type of portrayal is not given to the reader, rather, 
“we are only given a few images and an explanation of the transformation” (386). Another 
72 
 
conflicting matter is, as Morson and Emerson emphasize, that in the chronotope of the 
adventure novel of everyday life the events do not unfold in “biographical time” and most 
of the events take place outside the time frame of the novel (386). This is opposite in A Long 
Way Down, as the events are told mostly in chronological order. 
          Another important component of the chronotope is time. Essential when considering 
A Long Way Down, in addition to the previously discussed notion of adventure time, is time 
in a more concrete way – i.e. specific dates and points in time. Consequently, the New Year’s 
Eve and Valentine’s Day are highly important in the story of the novel, as the New Year’s 
Eve serves as the premise for the whole A Long Way Down.  After that first encounter, the 
four central characters decide to meet regularly and soon, after a few group meetings and 
some time, they agree to postpone their decisions on whether they still want to commit 
suicides for six more weeks, until Valentine’s Day. February 14th is also another popular 
night for suicides according to the four main characters: 
‘That’s why New Year’s Eve is such a popular night for suicides.’ ‘When is 
the next one?’ Jess asked. ‘December 31st,’ said Martin. ‘Yeah, yeah. Ha, ha. 
The next popular night?’ ‘That would be Valentine’s Day,’ said Martin. 
‘What’s that? Six weeks? said Jess. ‘So let’s give it another six weeks, then.” 
(A Long Way Down 81) 
So the specific dates and time play a crucial role in the novel and, thus, in the characters’ 
evolution or transformation. The main characters allow themselves more time, first 30 
minutes:  “Everyone needs a little time out. Looks to me like things were getting undignified 
up here. Thirty minutes? Is that agreed?”(A Long Way Down 25). Then, it slowly increases 
to the next day and eventually to six weeks until Valentine’s Day (A Long Way Down 66-
67). At the end of the novel it increases to half a year “‘We don’t have to decide right now, 
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do we?’ said JJ. ‘Course we don’t,’ said Martin. ‘So how about we give it another six 
months? See how we’re doing?’” (A Long Way Down 256). According to Bakhtin, carnival 
is always related to time (Rabelais and His World 9). In addition, carnivals always lasted a 
limited period of time (Rabelais and his World 89). Thus, it could be stated, that the 
characters in A Long Way Down are setting themselves clear boundaries and, by doing that, 
lengthen the duration of their own carnival.  
           Lastly, to sum up, it can be stated that A Long Way Down possesses many 
characteristics which coincide with Bakhtin’s views on the chronotope, but do not represent 
it without defects. Hornby’s A Long Way Down could be read as a modern version of the 
chronotope with minor exceptions. However, since the chronotope of the adventure novel of 
everyday life has not been applied to contemporary literature in great detail, comparing the 
findings in this thesis with other academic studies is problematic. However, this analysis 
may serve as a basis for further study and it would be interesting to develop this idea further 
as it has not yet been studied widely. However, I hope to have shown here that the chronotope 
is applicable to modern literature as some novels seem to portray many of the characteristics 





The aim of this thesis was to provide a Bakhtinian reading of Nick Hornby’s novel A Long 
Way Down, which was first published in 2005. In other words, the aim of the thesis was to 
determine whether the four main characters in the novel under study form a carnivalistic 
crowd and, by forming it, live inside a carnival of their own for the duration of the novel. In 
my reading of the novel I applied the concepts of the Russian theorist M.M. Bakhtin: the 
carnivalesque and the carnival laughter together with the various elements of the grotesque. 
All these concepts were included in my analysis of A Long Way Down as a carnivalistic 
novel. In addition to determining whether the four main characters of A Long Way Down 
live inside a carnival, I also aimed to study whether the novel is polyphonic and is dialogism 
a prominent feature in it. Lastly, I also analyzed the novel as a chronotopic adventure novel 
of everyday life. 
           A Long Way Down provides the reader with four seemingly rather different 
protagonists who take turns in telling the story and carry the story further. The novel, thus, 
is shaped like a dialogue, as the characters often address the reader, acknowledge the reader’s 
presence, and contradict each other as the story evolves. It is the dissimilarity of the main 
characters that first catches the reader’s attention and, moreover, that these four strangers 
form a close-knit group after their first encounter. They have regular meetings and long 
discussions about solemn topics that are humorous in tone. 
            In the introductory chapter of this thesis, I introduced the novelist Nick Hornby and 
the novel A Long Way Down in detail. I also looked at the reception the novel and Hornby’s 
writing in general has had – both in the popular media and in the field of academics. Most 
importantly, in the introductory chapter, I presented my aim and topic for the thesis.  
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          In the second chapter, I presented my theoretical framework in detail. First, I examined 
the concept of carnival from the Bakhtinian viewpoint as it serves as the main focus of my 
thesis. What is noteworthy for my study is that during carnival people formed close rapports 
with people they would not normally interact with and that these new relations formed during 
carnivals more often than not proved to be life-changing. In my theoretical section I also 
presented the grotesque, as it is the link that brings carnival and death together. Bakhtin notes 
that the grotesque, when filled with the spirit of carnival, liberates the world from everything 
conceived as dark and terrifying. Here, grotesque is what takes away the fears and is in nature 
joyous and bright. Thus, it is grotesque that also links A Long Way Down and the Bakhtinian 
carnival together. In the theoretical section, I also presented a few modern adaptations of 
carnival in order to put my study in a greater, academic context. In the theoretical section, I 
also discussed the concepts of chronotope and especially the chronotope of adventure novel 
of everyday life. Important to my theoretical approach was also the concepts of dialogism 
and polyphony – presented in section 2.5. – which have also been greatly discussed by M.M. 
Bakhtin.  
          In the analysis section, I studied the carnivalistic elements found in A Long Way Down 
in greater detail. I began the analysis with a discussion of the carnevalistic characteristics in 
Hornby’s novel, which can be located throughout the novel. For example, the central 
characters acknowledge that they are experiencing something unique and are behaving in a 
different manner. This then, in turn, leads to a different view of life. After this, I continued 
by presenting the carnival laughter and grotesque in A Long Way Down. The following 
section of the analysis discussed the polyphonic elements and dialogism in the novel. This 
led to the final section of my analysis, which suggested that the novel can be read as a 
contemporary adaptation of the chronotope of adventure novel of everyday life.  
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           Unlike other Nick Hornby’s novels, such as High Fidelity, A Long Way Down has not 
been studied widely. Thus, I consider this study as a contribution to the previous work on 
Hornby’s writing. This thesis has shown that A Long Way Down serves as a good example 
of a modern literary text that shows various distinct carnevalistic elements as well as many 
examples of the grotesque, such as the grotesque body and grotesque language. The 
characters, for example, swear on multiple occasions and talk about various bodily functions 
throughout the novel. In addition, decrowning and mocking the heads of state is also present 
in the novel, as I showed in my analysis section. As the chronotope of the adventure novel 
of everyday life has not been applied to modern literature to a great extent, this thesis serves 
as a good basis for future study.  One possible aim for such a study could thus be exploring 
the modern versions of the particular chronotope and, for example, comparing those to the 
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